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ABSTRACT 
The inception of the bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market concept emphasised the 
immense buying power hidden in emerging markets, which was a prospect for large 
organisations to share mutual opportunities while alleviating poverty. Researchers have 
analysed both sides of the coin individually: the organisational perspective with 
business models and strategies; and the consumer perspective through various 
marketing strategies and consumer characteristics. This thesis examines both 
organisational and consumer perspectives on the BOP market in Sri Lanka using a 
sequential mixed-method approach aligned under four phases of studies. The findings 
of the qualitative studies on organisational perspective confirm the market 
opportunities for large companies, particularly in the rural BOP market, but also find 
that the focus of alleviating poverty is lacking among practitioners. The role of 
government as a stakeholder is essential for an effective implementation of a business 
model in this specific market. The consumer perspective on this shared agenda reveals 
many underlying issues embedded in consumers’ lives, such as the youth and women 
job market problems, religious syncretism, alcoholism and the poverty penalty, which 
limit the capacity for consumption. The survey study phase on consumer resource 
integration finds that the use of consumer knowledge and competencies to manage 
limited tangible resources is at a lower level in BOP markets. Reconciliation of both 
standpoints leads to the conclusion that careful consideration for truly helping the poor 
is vital for a strategic view on ‘sharing the fortune’ in BOP markets. An attitudinal 
change is required on both edges to view the collective benefits accessible to all 
stakeholders. The study provides several key implications for marketing practitioners 
and policy-makers through a shared view of the BOP market. 
Key words: bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market, institutional perspective, 
consumer behaviour, poverty penalty, consumer resource integration, 
Sri Lanka 
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1. 
INTRODUCTION 
Overview 
The term bottom of the pyramid (BOP) refers to a large body of consumers whose 
annual income on a purchasing power parity (PPP) basis is less than US$1500 per year. 
This market numbers four billion consumers around the world (Prahalad & Hart 2002). 
Whilst there have been various attempts to classify the BOP market, the most common 
definition accepted among scholars and practitioners is the World Bank classification 
which identifies BOP consumers as those who live on less than US$2 a day (Banerjee 
& Duflo 2007; Mahajan & Banga 2006; Prahalad 2005). Research on this market is 
spread across many disciplines exploring different initiators in diverse empirics. The 
purpose of this thesis study is to analyse the BOP market in Sri Lanka from 
organisational and consumer perspectives, focusing on the company–consumer 
relationship which has been highlighted since the inception of the BOP concept. 
In the book, The fortune at the bottom of the pyramid: Eradicating poverty through 
profits, Prahalad (2005) succeeded in planting the perception that consumers with low 
levels of income could be profitable customers. He painted a picture of the double 
bottom line: social goals combined with the business objective, profit (Harjula 2005). 
Prahalad’s proposition is an invitation to company executives, politicians, managers of 
non-profit organisations and ordinary citizens to view poverty as something that might 
be alleviated rather than inevitable. He presents a well-reasoned conceptual view of 
how companies might operate profitably targeting the lowest economic strata (Hart 
2005). Prahalad (2005) identified the following unique characteristics of the BOP 
market: 
1. Money that can be tapped: The gross domestic product (GDP) is almost 
US$12.5 trillion (based on PPP) in BOP regions including India, China, Russia, 
Thailand, South Africa, Turkey, Indonesia, Brazil and Mexico, which shows 
that there is money that can be tapped in BOP markets. 
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2. Intense distribution networks: The rural BOP market contains many 
distribution issues due to the unavailability of a single distribution solution; 
whereas, in urban BOP markets, there are opportunities to obtain the benefit 
from intense distribution networks. 
3. Well-connected information networks: BOP customers are well connected 
via information networks, exploiting the benefit of these networks, including 
computing and other communication technologies. As a result, digitally 
mediated word-of-mouth communication has become a powerful medium for 
delivering customer messages on value consciousness. 
4. Brand consciousness: The consumers in BOP markets are brand conscious, 
and aspirational brands are important in this respect. In addition, consumers in 
these markets are extremely value conscious. 
5. Prompt adoption of technology: BOP markets adopt advanced technology 
promptly, as they have nothing to forgo. 
Prahalad’s concept suggests that multi-national companies (MNCs) provide products 
and services to BOP markets and that, in turn, the MNCs can create new markets, 
entrepreneurs and customers while improving their bottom line through the immense 
buying power hidden at the bottom of the market. This view is in stark contrast to the 
traditional view of recognising people who are poor as being in a situation where they 
cannot afford their basic needs and need charity and social assistance. BOP adopts a 
market-based view that assumes that these markets are not a consumer group with 
unmet needs but rather a group of people who are willing to pay and look for new 
products and services (Hammond et al. 2007). To bring his idea to life, Prahalad (2005) 
used case studies in his book, primarily from India, such as Hindustan Lever Ltd, the 
Aravind Eye Care System, and some examples such as Grameen Bank from 
Bangladesh. However, Sri Lanka is a nation which has been under studied, with various 
organisations trying to work on their communities (Elyadi & Harrison 2010), 
particularly in BOP markets. The first classification of the BOP market in Sri Lanka 
was developed by Hammond et al. (2007) in their book, The next four billion: Market 
size and business strategy at the base of the pyramid. According to these authors, the 
BOP market in Sri Lanka consists of 16.1 million consumers. This construct is shown 
in Table 1.1. 
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Table 1.1: BOP classification of Sri Lanka 
BOP segment  Population 
Total Share Urban 
(millions) (% of national) (% of segment) 
BOP 3000 0.6 3.5 29.6 
BOP 2500 1.1 6.5 23.0 
BOP 2000 2.1 12.5 19.1 
BOP 1500 4.3 25.7 13.4 
BOP 1000 6.8 40.3 6.1 
BOP 500 1.2 7.0 3.6 
BOP total  16.1 95.5 11.6 
Source: Hammond et al. (2007) 
Table 1.1 shows that the majority of the country’s population falls under the BOP 
category. A large fraction of the income of MNCs operating in the fast-moving 
consumer goods (FMCG) market in the country is made out of the business in middle 
and low-income markets. Therefore, this study sought to answer the following first 
research question. 
Research question 1: What are the features of the BOP consumer market in Sri Lanka 
from an organisational perspective? 
Moreover, the collaboration of MNCs with national, regional and local partners has 
been highlighted by BOP advocates (Margolis & Walsh 2003; Pearce & Doh 2005), 
progressing the BOP concept to a ‘sharing fortune’ status. Scholars agree that MNCs 
should work in collaboration with local partners to identify, develop, produce and sell 
their products in BOP markets. For instance, Prahalad (2005) provides a collaborative 
framework that has economic development in the centre, and firms in relationships with 
other institutions and BOP consumers, to achieve the vision of poverty alleviation 
through co-creation of value (Figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1: BOP framework (Prahalad 2005, p. 2) 
While the government and other social and aid organisations become vital for this 
collaboration, the prominent association in the BOP framework highlights the 
relationship between private companies and BOP consumers/entrepreneurs. In order to 
examine this relationship from an organisational perspective, the second research 
question of the study is defined as follows. 
Research question 2: How does the influence of an effective stakeholder relationship 
play out in reality in BOP markets? 
Analysing a decade of literature in BOP, Kolk, Santos and Rufin (2014) conclude that 
the vast majority of BOP research studies have focused on BOP business firms and 
BOP consumers individually. Identifying this gap, this thesis study analyses the other 
side of the coin by looking into the consumer perspective of the BOP market. Karnani 
(2006) argued that the actual purchasing power that lies in the BOP is lower than that 
estimated, and criticised that the poor do not have the capacity to spend on luxuries 
with their very limited income, after spending nearly 60% of their income on food and 
other necessities. Critics of the initial BOP proposition (Karnani 2006, 2007; Landrum 
2007; Crabtree 2007) argue that viewing BOP as a consumer market does not support 
poverty alleviation, therefore ‘creating fortune’ by raising the real income and skills of 
Private enterprises 
Social organisations 
& government 
Economic 
development & 
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Development & 
aid agencies 
BOP entrepreneurs 
and BOP consumers 
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the poor helps to accomplish the objective of serving the poor while doing business in 
BOP. They suggest lowering the price of products, engaging the poor as producers and 
distributors to raise their income, and working with multiple sectors including 
government and non-government organisations (NGOs) to raise the real income of the 
BOP. 
According to Mohr, Sengupta and Slater (2012), BOP initiatives depend on availability 
of BOP consumer resources to participate in problem solving, including financial 
resources, literacy concerns and basic motivations. In some BOP markets, the 
availability of such resources is extremely low. For example, Ethiopia in 2009 had a 
per capita gross national income of US$930 and a 2008 literacy rate of 36% (World 
Health Organization 2011). However, in other BOP markets such as Bangladesh, 
people have a basic (or moderate) level of literacy, and subsistence (or higher level) 
income, and hence, have some degree of freedom to re-envision the way things are 
done. Bangladesh in 2009, in contrast to Ethiopia, had a per capita gross national 
income of US$1550 and a 2008 literacy rate of 55% (World Health Organization 2011). 
The geographical structure of the BOP market around the world shows that Asia 
consists of the largest geographical region, with 2.86 billion population and an 
aggregated income of US$3.47 trillion in the BOP category (Hammond et al. 2007). 
This market includes a significant share amounting to 86% of the total Asian regional 
population. Sri Lanka, with 82% of the population in the BOP market, has a literacy 
rate of 92%, higher than that expected for a third world country: it has the highest 
literacy rate in South Asia and, overall, one of the highest literacy rates in Asia. More 
surprisingly, the country’s population in sectors shows that the rural population 
amounts to 80% of the total population. 
In the most recent world index on the happiness of nations, Sri Lanka was ranked very 
low, lower than most countries in the world. In 2012, the country’s position was 137 
out of 156 countries, whereas in 2015 it was ranked 117 out of 157 countries (Helliwell, 
Layard & Sachs 2016). However, the life satisfaction index shows that the country has 
a rating of 203.3, the second largest value in the South Asian region. In recent years, it 
has been common to describe Sri Lanka as a lower middle-income country with an 
unusually high level of social development. In fact, many analysts have pointed out that 
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Sri Lanka’s high level of social development is exceptional for a country with such a 
low level of per capita GDP. On the other hand, the country is neither extremely poor 
nor socially backward, despite the fact that countries ranked very low on happiness 
indices are usually economically poor and socially underdeveloped. 
This provides the groundwork for arriving at the research questions of the study from a 
consumer perspective. 
Research question 3: What factors influence the consumption and impoverishment of 
BOP consumers in Sri Lanka from a consumer perspective? 
Research question 4: How far does consumer resource integration influence the life 
satisfaction of urban and rural BOP consumers in Sri Lanka? 
Urban and rural sector classification is emphasised in this thesis, contemplating the call 
for further studies by many BOP scholars (Kumar & Gupta 2015; Chikweche & 
Fletcher 2013a; Ireland 2008). The study adopts a sequential exploratory design of 
mixed methodologies as suggested by Creswell (2014). This design involves a first 
phase of qualitative data collection and analysis, followed by quantitative data 
collection and analysis, which are connected at the end for meaningful interpretations. 
The study is structured into phases covering both the private enterprise perspective and 
BOP consumer perspective. The wide coverage of the research objectives includes four 
phases of research, which are organised as shown in Figure 1.2. Each of the four 
manuscript studies will briefly be outlined following the figure. 
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1.1  Phase I – Qualitative study 
As shown in Figure 1.2, phase I and II studies cover the organisational perspective of 
the BOP market. The purpose of the phase I study is to explore the opportunities and 
nature of the BOP market in Sri Lanka, emphasising the features of both urban and rural 
markets, from the marketing practitioners’ point of view. Kumar and Gupta (2015) and 
Chikweche and Fletcher (2012) have specifically called for further research on this 
aspect. 
MNCs engaged in business in BOP markets can help people who are poor in many 
ways. Investments can aid in developing market infrastructure, and opportunities can 
arise for entrepreneurs and jobseekers. In addition, consumers may get the opportunity 
to enjoy goods and services available in the market, which helps them to improve their 
social and living standards. Hence, understanding BOP consumers has been a focus of 
BOP research since its origin. Sridharan and Viswanathan (2008) point out that the 
traditional four Ps (product, place, price and promotion) are no longer appropriate for 
the BOP market. Instead, they suggest four Cs: customer cost, customer convenience, 
customer value and customer communications. Similarly, Sheth and Sisodia (2012) 
suggest four As: affordability, availability, acceptability and awareness. Researchers 
on this topic have been trying to deeply understand customer demographics for making 
and shaping BOP markets. 
In recent years, the application of urban versus rural classifications of BOP markets has 
largely revealed a need for further studies (Kumar & Gupta 2015; Chikweche & 
Fletcher 2013b; Ireland 2008). Guesalaga and Marshall (2008) argue that future 
research should concentrate on explaining the BOP sector in terms of other features, 
such as demographics, psychographics and attitudes. Most studies on sector 
classification of the BOP market primarily focus on either urban (Ireland 2008; Kumar 
& Gupta 2015; Saunders 2010; Chikweche & Fletcher 2013a) or rural areas (Dey et al. 
2013; Elaydi 2012). To date, only a few researchers have made a comparison between 
urban and rural sectors (Sridharan & Viswanathan 2008; Bharti, Agrawal & Sharma 
2014). 
Ireland’s (2008) study on BOP market concludes that the rural BOP sector is a profitless 
market for companies, using examples of company-sponsored programs in India such 
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as the Annapurna Iodized Salt program and Unilever’s ‘Shakthi’ women’s program. 
Some critics, for instance Karnani (2007), provide strong theoretical evidence of 
potential profitability in BOP markets, but the actual opportunities at the BOP level 
have been the subject of debate (Pitta, Guesalaga & Marshall 2008; Sanchez & Schmid 
2013; Landrum 2007; Simanis 2012). There are various business models suggested by 
scholars for combining profits with poverty alleviation (London & Hart 2004; Simanis 
& Hart 2008). For instance, Caneque and Hart (2015) present a BOP 3.0 concept as the 
next generation BOP strategy, emphasising sustainable development through 
innovation and entrepreneurship. 
This study is exploratory and interpretive in nature. Qualitative research focuses on the 
views of a smaller number of people in greater depth, in order to explore and identify a 
range of related phenomena (Creswell & Clark 2011). This qualitative study was 
conducted through in-depth interviews with industry practitioners who undertake 
business activities in the BOP market in Sri Lanka. A specific sampling strategy was 
applied. Strategically selected samples are common in qualitative research, given its 
intentions to explain a phenomenon in greater detail through in-depth information 
(Creswell 2014; Leedy & Ormrod 2012). According to Hammond et al. (2007), the 
food market in the BOP segment is the highest consumer market sector and has been 
valued at US$2895 billion. We referred to the sector classifications of listed companies 
in Sri Lanka under the Colombo Stock Exchange (CSE) to select a sample of 15 
companies, including three from the FMCG sector, three from the telecommunications 
sector, two in the banking as well as two in the insurance sectors, and five in the 
construction and engineering sector. In addition, five practitioners were sought from 
MNCs and NGOs operating in Sri Lanka. Potential respondents were invited to have 
an online in-depth interview using Skype or Google Hangouts at a time convenient for 
them. These online conversations were recorded and transcribed for the purpose of 
analysis. The resultant data were analysed using thematic analysis. 
The results of the study identify that there are immense opportunities for business in 
rural BOP markets with consumers who have a higher disposable income compared to 
urban BOP. The rural BOP consumer group was found to be interested in skills-based 
entrepreneurship activities, while the urban group lived more from day to day 
depending on their jobs. Irrespective of location, the BOP consumer group is well-
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exposed to social media, which shows the potential for marketers using mobile 
marketing. Moreover, consumer characteristics in general and specific to urban and 
rural BOP markets were identified through this phase of study. 
During the discussion with marketing practitioners in the phase I study, ‘Project 
Saubhagya’ conducted by Unilever Sri Lanka was underlined as one of the successful 
business implementations in BOP Sri Lanka. This led the way to phase II of the thesis, 
to explore how an effective stakeholder relationship played out in reality in the BOP 
market using Saubhagya as a case study. 
1.2  Phase II – Case study 
The shared benefits among the participants in the BOP framework were highlighted by 
Prahalad (2005), exhibiting this relationship in a framework which includes private 
enterprises, entrepreneurs, consumers, development aid agencies and the government; 
albeit many researchers grasped the relationships between BOP consumers and 
business organisations. BOP scholars argue that companies need to build new business 
models and rethink their product implementation strategies in BOP markets, to combine 
poverty alleviation with profit making (London & Hart 2004; Simanis & Hart 2008). 
However, the majority of articles from BOP research focus on the poor primarily as 
consumers (Kolk, Santos & Rufin 2014), which is contrary to the concept of moving 
towards a shared goal. Deviating from this market-based view of seeing BOP as 
consumers, the present study focuses on the BOP framework, thus exemplifying the 
relationships between stakeholders using a successful business model implementation 
in the BOP market in Sri Lanka. 
The Unilever Saubhagya project, as an effective business launch in the BOP market in 
Sri Lanka, was selected as an explanatory case study for this research. Project 
Saubhagya was initiated in 2003 with just five rural women, under the sustainable living 
plan pillar of Unilever Sri Lanka, and has operated successfully over more than a 
decade. The project currently has an extensive sales channel of 4000 rural women, and 
the highest performer of the year has achieved an annual sales volume of LKR 4.5 
million (Approx. US $ 35000), (Unilever Sri Lanka 2018). This project aims at 
empowerment of rural women by providing opportunities for them to be the direct-to-
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home ambassadors of Unilever brands. In addition to industry reports, company 
financial information and newspaper articles regarding the project, interviews were 
conducted with project managers, project participants, managers from the government 
microfinance sector and BOP consumers. 
The results of the study confirm that the mutual relationship between the company and 
BOP entrepreneur leads to successful business projects in the BOP market, yet the 
contribution from other stakeholders for this relationship remains low. The role of the 
government was found to be significant to avoid the poverty penalty for poor consumers 
and entrepreneurs, as well as to standardise the microfinance industry of the country. 
The general conclusions on organisational perspectives through the phase I and II 
studies reveal that although there are opportunities for business organisations, few 
marketers believe that this is a shared opportunity among many stakeholders who 
contribute to the goal of helping the poor while engaging in BOP markets. In the next 
two phases of the thesis, consumer aspects of impoverishment and resource usage are 
explored in order to reconcile both viewpoints of doing business in BOP markets. 
1.3  Phase III – Visual study 
As shown in Figure 1.2, phase III and IV studies cover the consumer perspective of the 
BOP market. The purpose of the phase III study is to explore determinants for the 
consumption and impoverishment of BOP consumers in Sri Lanka. Diverging from 
other studies on BOP markets, this phase draws upon the visual memories of insights 
gathered throughout a period spent in the BOP consumer market during December 2016 
and January 2017. The photographs presented in this study were captured along with a 
quantitative survey conducted in search of resource integration strategies employed by 
the BOP population in Sri Lanka and are embedded with the information gathered 
during the course of informal discussions with the respondents, which the researcher 
believes is not captured adequately in a standardised survey. The purpose of this phase 
of the study is to report on these observations and uncover the influential factors that 
shape the consumption and impoverishment of a BOP consumer. 
Rose (2014, p. 25) defined visual research methods as “methods which use visual 
materials of some kind as part of the process of generating evidence in order to explore 
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research questions”. For the purposes of this research, the phase III study describes the 
‘why’ aspect for most of the deeper aspects of life of a BOP consumer, which most 
research in this vein has not covered. There is considerable support for this 
methodology in many studies that have been conducted using photographs as a visual 
research tool (Holbrook 2006; Hay & Joel 2007; Close 2007). In addition, photo essays 
depend on the ability of photographs to powerfully convey information on social and 
cultural lives which cannot be explained through texts alone (Wagner 2007). In this 
analysis, we choose photographs to explain the “real, flesh and blood life” (Becker 
2002, p. 11) of a BOP consumer and how this influences that person’s consumption 
patterns. 
The opinion of the researcher in this study diverges from the market-based view of BOP 
in that the focus is on describing what constricts/limits the consumption of BOP 
consumers. Furthermore, the study examines more deeply the lives of these poor 
community members, beyond the capacity of a survey which reports numeric findings 
rather than the psychosocial factors that influence their lives. The analysis describes 
some important facets noted by BOP critic Karnani (2009a), such as alcoholism and its 
influence on poverty, and cultural and social specifics that result in socioeconomic 
vulnerability. This also uncovers, reveals and conveys deeper aspects of the issues 
relating to youth unemployment, women’s workforce participation, religious 
syncretism, and government policies relating to microcredit and disaster management. 
Although the market-based view from the organisational aspect sees the collective 
consumption capacity and opportunities in the BOP market, study III revealed many 
underlying issues that limit the consumption of the BOP consumer. These factors 
include controllable as well as uncontrollable causes by the consumer. These consumers 
therefore need to accomplish their daily life targets within their limited income after 
spending a greater proportion of that income on food. With this in mind, the phase IV 
study aims to analyse how BOP consumer groups integrate their resources for life 
satisfaction as shown by high levels of life satisfaction rates. A comparison is made, 
using statistical output gathered through a survey, between urban and rural BOP 
consumers. 
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1.4  Phase IV – Modelling study 
The evolving marketing paradigm focusing on resource integration is widely 
considered in marketing literature to be a new domain of marketing, representing a shift 
from a goods-dominant perspective to a more service-dominant era. This shift 
emphasises the role of consumers in creating value (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2003; 
Vargo & Lush 2004) and identifies the ‘operand’ and ‘operant’ resources; yet 
researchers argue that the new logic is more focused on operant resources. Arnould, 
Price and Malshe (2006) deﬁne operand resources as being the tangible, ﬁnite resources 
over which consumers have allocative abilities, while operant resources are the skills, 
competencies and other resources to produce effects on operand resources. Vargo and 
Lusch (2011) highlighted the “central role of resources” and described “all social and 
economic actors” as “resource integrators”. According to Barron and Harris (2008, p. 
115), resource integration refers to “the ability of consumers to employ their resources 
individually, or collectively as co-consumers, to determine and enhance their own 
consumption experiences”. However, little is yet understood about how consumers 
integrate their resources and those of co-consumers in the course of creating value. 
Managing resources becomes more transcendent for consumers who live under limited 
resource constraints. In general, low-income earners spend more on food (part of the 
so-called poverty penalty), which results in the need for managing the rest of their 
income for other necessities, for example, children’s education, health and hygiene, 
clothing and entertainment. This fourth phase of the study focuses on the resource 
integration practices of BOP consumers and analyses how resource integration 
practices influence their life satisfaction. 
According to Chikweche & Fletcher (2012), a different approach is necessary to 
measure constructs in BOP markets, given the socioeconomic differences and cultural 
diversity in the market. These differences add research methodology and design 
complexities in undertaking research into BOP markets. Most of the studies on BOP 
markets are conceptual, and there is a lack of empirical data using quantitative 
methodologies. Among the empirical articles, only few entail large-sample studies (De 
Angoitia & Ramirez 2009; Guesalaga & Marshall 2008). The phase IV study 
contributes to this limited literature through a quantitative study using a consumer 
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survey conducted in the BOP market in Sri Lanka. The benefits of this study are 
twofold. Firstly, it classifies the different types of resources owned by BOP consumers 
in Sri Lanka; and secondly, it compares how the integration of consumer resources 
influences the life satisfaction of BOP consumers, through modelling. Although there 
are many studies on resource integration in the literature, most of these are based on 
resource integration at the organisational level, while there are very few studies on 
resource integration from the perspective of consumers, and none from the perspective 
of the BOP consumer (Piacentini, Hibbert & Hogg 2014). Furthermore, there is no 
distinction in the resource integration literature on the nature or type of consumers. 
Hence, this study devises a method to examine resource integration from urban and 
rural perspectives in the BOP market. 
The ultimate goal of the life of a person is happiness or life satisfaction in general, even 
though this is hard to achieve in a limited-resource setting such as in a BOP market. 
Addressing this association, the study examines how the relationship between resource 
integration and life satisfaction works in this market, and how aspirational consumption 
leads the way towards life satisfaction in a BOP market. Finally, this study contributes 
to modelling the resource integration practices in urban and rural BOP markets using 
structural equation modelling. 
The results of the study have given research attention to consumer resources in 
marketplaces where resources really matter. The research suggests that the integration 
of available resources by BOP consumers truly influences their life satisfaction. 
However, the integration of intangible resources, such as social, cultural and physical 
resources, is at a lower level compared to the high influence of tangible resources. 
Aspirational consumption too has a minimal influence, and no influence in the urban 
BOP market. While all consumers in the BOP market carry low economic resources, 
there is empirical evidence that the rural sector consumer is more occupied with 
resources and more efficient in using resources within their context. Overall, consumer 
resource integration influences the life satisfaction of the BOP consumer to varying 
levels in the urban and rural sectors. Increasing the use of their operant resources for 
this value creation process should provide more outstanding results to enhance the 
status of the lives of BOP consumers. 
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The next part of the thesis describes the philosophical position of the study. The 
methodology used is elaborated in this section, along with the rationale for employing 
such an approach. 
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2. 
METHODOLOGICAL CHOICE 
The choice of methodology for a research project is determined by the type and nature 
of the problem under study (Bryman & Bell 2007; Creswell 2014; Leedy & Ormrod 
2012). The methodology and data collection techniques also depend on the researcher’s 
philosophical perspective: that is, they involve the researcher’s understanding of what 
knowledge is and how it might be created. These beliefs and values relate to nature of 
reality, perceived relationships with the object under study and the process and means 
of knowing something. These fundamental principles – called ontology, epistemology 
and methodology – determine how a researcher ‘sees’ the world and acts in it, and make 
up the so-called research paradigm (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba 2011). 
“Ontology relates to the nature of reality, to the study and nature of being, and to our 
ways of being in the world” (Quinlan 2011, p. 110). It focuses what we think is ‘real’ 
and even how to know whether something is real (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba 2011). An 
ontological assumption therefore states the type of evidence that is acceptable to assert 
something as real. A researcher can take the stance that something under investigation 
has objective reality, independent of the researcher’s enquiry, or subjective reality, that 
exists only through human action and exploration. 
On the other hand, epistemology is about knowledge and the processes whereby 
knowledge is created (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). The focus here is on the 
relationships between the researcher and study area, for which empirical data are 
collected (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba 2011). A researcher’s epistemological viewpoint 
frames their approach to what is being researched, and this also depends on their 
ontological stance. Epistemology is mainly concerned with objectivity in producing 
what is regarded as knowledge: that is, whether a researcher is a part of what is under 
study or is neutral about what is being researched. 
The third principle of a research paradigm is methodology; that is, how a researcher 
approaches their study of phenomena. Methodology is the various techniques that can 
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be used for data collection and analysis and, importantly, the logic behind these 
methods and techniques. 
A research paradigm can include more than these three sets of principles. However, 
ontology, epistemology and methodology are the key components of a research 
paradigm. Within these principles, there are generally three worldviews that are 
commonly found in the research literature: positivism, interpretivism and pragmatism. 
Positivism is mostly associated with quantitative research enquiries (Bryman & Bell 
2015). Quantitative research tends to make claims based on cause and effect, and 
identifies or explores variables that can be measured, tested and related through specific 
theories (Bryman & Bell 2015). Positivists believe that various types of theories govern 
the world, and these can be tested, verified and refined to improve and progress our 
understanding (Creswell 2012). Positivists, therefore, try to test theories, describe 
experiences and predict things through observation and measurement.  
By contrast, interpretivism is usually related to qualitative research (Bryman & Bell 
2015). Its primary aim is to explain experiences in specific contexts. With this type of 
enquiry, researchers find meaning in phenomena through examining participants and 
their subjective views. Interpretivists think that different people experience the world 
differently, with correspondingly endless meanings and interpretations (Creswell 
2012). Interpretivists aim to capture people’s views about the research object and 
develop an in-depth understanding as an outcome (Creswell 2012). 
Finally, pragmatism instead emphasises the consequences of research, and is more 
pluralistic (Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005); that is, it recognises more than one, or even 
many, ultimate principles. Pragmatism often has an ontological stance similar to 
positivism but an epistemological view that is more in common with interpretivism. 
Pragmatists try to develop a deeper understanding of underlying structures and 
mechanisms and ask questions that can be explored using positivist and interpretivist 
methods (Creswell 2012). Pragmatic research allows the researcher to use a variety of 
research methods – sometimes ‘whatever works’ – in investigating the research 
problem (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner 2007). 
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Having explored the nature of each paradigm, the present study falls within the 
pragmatism form of enquiry in its intention to develop a better understanding of BOP 
markets in Sri Lanka. The pragmatic paradigm places the research problem at the centre 
and applies a mixed-methods approach to understanding the problem (Creswell et al. 
2003). The choice of pragmatism is driven by the particular questions that the 
researcher seeks to answer in this study context, rather than questions raised from more 
general philosophical assumptions. Researchers using a pragmatic form of enquiry are 
encouraged to focus on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of the research problem in order to 
generate multiple viewpoints and perspectives, backed by the use of mixed methods to 
explore specific questions (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner 2007). 
Mixed-methods research, influenced by pragmatism, has become popular in recent 
years (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2003). The popularity of the mixed-methods approach is 
probably due to the corresponding limitations of using quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies alone. Quantitative methods, for example, are often criticised for under-
representing the context in which people talk and discuss a problem (Creswell et al. 
2011). Qualitative methods, on the other hand, are often condemned due to the potential 
influence of a researcher’s biases towards and personal interpretations of people’s 
responses. Critics of qualitative methodology argue that quantitative methodology is 
free from bias and interpretation. Furthermore, quantitative methodology is credited for 
its ability to generalise findings. Qualitative methodology often cannot be generalised 
due to small sample sizes and specific research contexts. However, some scholars 
suggest quantification of qualitative data as an innovative approach to knowledge 
creation (Rahman & Areni 2016). 
The advantage of a mixed-methods approach capitalises on the strengths of quantitative 
and qualitative methods by combining them in a single study (Creswell et al. 2011). 
Mixed methods allow researchers to test theories by exploring, from different angles, 
the various factors in theories and establishing relationships between variables; they 
also allow researchers to examine the possible reasons behind such relationships 
(Bazeley 2009). Therefore, a mixed-methods approach often uses questionnaires and 
open-ended interview questions. The adoption of a mixed-methods approach involves 
both quantitative data analysis techniques such as statistical analysis, and qualitative 
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techniques such as thematic analysis, in order to address the research problem (Creswell 
et al. 2011). 
A mixed-methods approach will also vary based on the importance given to each 
methodology in answering the research question (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner 
2007). Variations include quantitative-dominant mixed methods, qualitative-dominant 
mixed methods, and also a pure mixed-methods approach. A quantitative-dominant 
approach clearly gives greater weight to quantitative data, with qualitative methodology 
in a supportive role (Creswell 2012; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner 2007). A 
qualitative-dominant approach is the opposite, with greater weight placed on qualitative 
data while using quantitative techniques in a secondary role (Creswell 2012; Johnson, 
Onwuegbuzie & Turner 2007). Pure mixed methods give equal weight to both types of 
techniques (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner 2007; Creswell & Clark 2011). 
Mixed methodologies also include sequential approaches and convergent parallel 
approaches (Creswell 2012). Sequential mixed-methods methodology means that the 
findings of one approach are built on those of another (Creswell et al. 2011; Tashakkori 
& Teddlie 2003). Data are analysed in a sequence that seeks to elaborate or expand on 
a first set of findings (Creswell et al. 2011). For example, a study can begin with an 
explanatory quantitative survey and be followed by in-depth interviews for exploratory 
purposes, or vice versa (Creswell et al. 2003). Sequential mixed methods are useful for 
expanding on and examining findings. This approach is also helpful in building new 
measurement instruments. Results obtained from various means can expand our 
understanding of the thing under study and help to develop new ideas about it in order 
to answer difficult questions that cannot be explored by a single method (Tashakkori & 
Teddlie 2003, 2010). Sequential mixed-methods methodology, however, often requires 
more time for data collection (Creswell et al. 2011). 
On the other hand, a convergent parallel mixed-methods approach means that 
quantitative and qualitative data are collected simultaneously. Data are then analysed 
and interpreted to explore convergences, differences or some combination of these 
answers (Creswell et al. 2003). Quantitative and qualitative data are integrated 
throughout the research to provide a comprehensive exploration of the research 
phenomenon. In this method, quantitative and qualitative data are weighted equally 
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(Creswell et al. 2003), indicating that convergent parallel mixed-method methodology 
is a pure mixed-methods approach (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner 2007). 
Concurrent data collection also means a shorter data collection period compared to 
sequential methods. 
Given this background, the present study adopts a sequential mixed-methods 
methodology for conducting the research. The adoption of such a methodology is 
compatible with the selected paradigm and suitable for the stated purpose of the study. 
 
 
Figure 2.1: Sequential exploratory design (Creswell 2014) 
The promise of a sequential mixed-methods approach is that qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies may offer a better understanding of a complex phenomenon 
than either methodology alone can provide. Mixing of results is done at the final stage 
of the research, after the researcher has collected and analysed both sets of data to 
validate the final study findings (Creswell 2012). 
There are a number of reasons for employing sequential mixed methods in this study. 
The first is to overcome the limitation of previous BOP studies that have focused solely 
on the use of qualitative methodologies. BOP studies have been predominantly 
qualitative in nature (Kolk, Santos & Rufin 2014). In order to contribute to a better 
understanding of BOP consumers, the present study adds the use of a quantitative 
methodology by connecting with participants in a consumer survey on consumer 
resource integration practices in BOP markets. 
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The second reason for the adoption of a sequential mixed-methods approach is the 
expectation of increasing confidence and validity through an enhanced interpretation 
of the findings. Data from the qualitative and the quantitative methods are corroborated, 
with the hope of presenting more comprehensive findings and a more insightful 
understanding of the research questions. The main idea of using both methodologies is 
that such practice may provide a more complete understanding of the phenomenon 
under enquiry (Creswell et al. 2011; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner 2007).  
The third reason is to adequately address the problem of limited studies on the BOP 
consumer market in Sri Lanka. A reflexive methodology is required for better 
addressing such a research phenomenon. This is because a reflexive qualitative study 
is crucial in searching for underlying reality that better explains the BOP consumer 
market in Sri Lanka.  
Finally, a fourth reason for using a sequential mixed methods approach is due to the 
particular research questions that this study has developed. The adoption of a sequential 
mixed-methods methodology can help explore and test the different research questions 
that are proposed in this study, and that are particular to the context of this research. 
Starting with Chapter 3, the findings of the four phases of study in this research project 
are discussed. Chapters 3 and 4 cover organisational perspectives of BOP markets, 
while chapters 5 and 6 in turn describe consumer perspectives. Each of the chapters 
concludes with a summary and a short discussion of how the findings of each phase of 
the research lead to the next phase of study. 
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3. 
PHASE I – QUALITATIVE STUDY 
Profitability in rural bottom of the pyramid (BOP) markets from a business 
perspective: Evidence from Sri Lanka 
Abstract 
The market-based approach of catering for the poor mainly focuses on companies 
making profits while helping the poor enhance their lives. This concept presented the 
possibility of there being a ‘fortune’ to make at the bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market 
that was an opportunity for both businesses and consumers. The notion of the BOP 
market has been widely studied using urban and rural contexts as distinct 
classifications; yet many argue that the opportunity does not in fact exist in the rural 
BOP markets. In this paper we examine prospects in the rural BOP in Sri Lanka, 
through a qualitative study using insights provided by industry practitioners who 
operate at the BOP level. Findings show that a large percentage of the income of multi-
national companies (MNCs) is derived from rural BOP markets. Compared to the urban 
sector, the rural BOP market indicates relatively higher disposable income and is 
viewed as an attractive market segment by industry practitioners. The findings also 
show that rural BOP people have more resources and skills than their urban 
counterparts, although the former commonly have lower levels of education. Moreover, 
the youth segment in both the urban and rural BOP markets was found to heavily 
consume social media. We conclude our discussion by providing several key proposals 
for organisations looking to seize opportunities in this market. 
Key words:  bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market, rural BOP, disposable income, 
social media, Sri Lanka 
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3.1  Introduction 
If we stop thinking of the poor as a victim or as a burden and start 
recognising them as resilient and creative entrepreneurs and value 
conscious consumers, a whole new world of opportunity will open up.  
(Prahalad 2005, p. 1) 
Attention to the poor is being increasingly considered in marketing literature following 
Prahalad’s (2005) influential book, The fortune at the bottom of the pyramid, which 
refers to the lower spectrum of the economy consisting of people who are in the lowest 
income brackets in the world. These are people who earn less than US$2 per day. The 
main proposition of this book is to create a win-win situation between the company and 
the BOP market, whereby the firm can actively and genuinely help people who are poor 
to get ahead, while making profits at the same time. Prahalad’s concept suggests that 
(MNCs provide products and/or goods and services to the BOP markets to create new 
markets, entrepreneurs and customers whilst improving their bottom line through the 
immense buying power hidden at the bottom of the market. This view is in stark contrast 
to the traditional one that states that people who are poor are in a situation where they 
cannot afford their basic needs and are forever requiring charity and social support. 
BOP adopts a market-based view that assumes that these markets are not a consumer 
group with unmet needs, but instead a group of people who are willing to pay across 
different market segments and look for new products and services (Hammond et al. 
2007). To bring his idea to life, Prahalad (2005) in his book cited a dozen case studies, 
primarily from India, with high profile companies such as Hindustan Lever Ltd, 
Aravind Eye Care, and Grameen Bank. However, within a year of his book’s 
publication, Prahalad’s propositions were brought under scrutiny, resulting in the 
concept of ‘finding fortune’ progressing to a second generation of BOP business models 
which focused on ‘creating fortune’. 
Karnani (2006) raised most of the concerns regarding Prahalad’s construct of the BOP 
market. He claimed that the number of poor who truly belong to the BOP is 
overestimated in Prahalad’s approximation. He argued that the actual purchasing power 
that lies in the BOP is much lower than estimated, since the poor, with their limited 
income, do not have the capacity to spend on luxuries. Critics of the initial BOP 
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proposition (Karnani 2006, 2007; Landrum 2007; Crabtree 2007) argue that viewing 
BOP people as consumers does not actually solve poverty or in any way alleviate it. 
Instead, ‘creating fortune’ by raising the real incomes and skills of the poor helps 
accomplish the objectives of helping the poor whilst doing business in BOP markets. 
They suggest reducing the price of products, engaging the poor as producers and 
distributors to raise their income, and working with other organisations including 
governments and NGOs to raise the real income of the BOP. 
The collaboration of MNCs with national, regional and local partners was highlighted 
by BOP advocates (Margolis & Walsh 2003; Pearce & Doh 2005), progressing the BOP 
concept to a ‘sharing fortune’ status. Scholars agree that MNCs should work in 
collaboration with local partners to identify, develop, produce and sell their products in 
BOP markets. For instance, Prahalad (2005) provides a collaborative framework that 
has economic development in the centre and firms in relationships with other 
institutions and BOP consumers, where the vision is to alleviate poverty through co-
creation of value (Figure 3.1). 
 
Figure 3.1: BOP framework (adapted from Prahalad 2005) 
MNCs engaged in business in these markets can help people who are poor in many 
ways. Investments can aid in developing market infrastructure, and opportunities can 
arise for entrepreneurs and jobseekers. Also, consumers may get the opportunity to 
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enjoy goods and services available in the market, which helps them to improve social 
and living standards. Hence, understanding BOP consumers has been a focus of BOP 
research since its inception. Sridharan and Viswanathan (2008) point out that the 
traditional four Ps (product, place, price and promotion) are no longer appropriate for 
the BOP market. Instead, they suggest four Cs: customer cost, customer convenience, 
customer value and customer communications. Similarly, Sheth and Sisodia (2012) 
suggest four As: affordability, availability, acceptability and awareness. Researchers 
on this topic have been trying to deeply understand customer demographics for making 
and shaping BOP markets. 
In recent years, application of the urban versus rural classification of the BOP market 
has largely revealed a need for further studies (Kumar & Gupta 2015; Chikweche & 
Fletcher 2013; Ireland 2008). Guesalaga & Marshall (2008) argue that future research 
should concentrate on explaining the BOP sector in terms of other features, such as 
demographics, psychographics and attitudes. Most studies on sector classification of 
the BOP market primarily focus on either urban (Ireland 2008; Kumar & Gupta 2015; 
Saunders 2010; Chikweche & Fletcher 2013) or rural areas (Dey et al. 2013; Elaydi 
2012). To date only a few researchers have made a comparison between the urban and 
rural sectors (Sridharan & Viswanathan 2008; Bharti et al. 2013). 
Ireland’s (2008) study on the BOP market concludes that the rural BOP sector is a 
profitless market for companies, using examples of company-sponsored programs in 
India such as the Annapurna Iodized Salt program and Unilever’s ‘Shakthi’ women’s 
program. Some critics, for instance Karnani (2007), provide strong theoretical evidence 
of potential profitability in BOP markets, but the actual opportunities at the BOP level 
have been the subject of debate (Pitta, Guesalaga & Marshall 2008; Sanchez & Schmid 
2013; Landrum 2007; Simanis 2012). There are various business models suggested by 
scholars for combining profits with poverty alleviation (London & Hart 2004; Simanis 
& Hart 2008). For instance, Caneque and Hart (2015) present a BOP 3.0 concept as the 
next generation BOP strategy, which emphasises sustainable development through 
innovation and entrepreneurship. 
The purpose of the present study is to develop an understanding of the opportunities 
available in the BOP market in Sri Lanka, emphasising the features of both urban and 
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rural BOP markets. Kumar and Gupta (2015) and Chikweche and Fletcher (2012) have 
specifically called for further research on this aspect. Our first objective is to explore 
practitioners’ perceptions concerning the features of consumption in urban versus rural 
BOP markets. The possible opportunities in the rural BOP market are discussed in 
several key findings. Drawing our attention to poverty alleviation, our second objective 
seeks to understand if the main BOP proposition holds in the context of Sri Lanka, by 
examining to what extent the identification of different features of BOP consumer 
market influence the perception of industry practitioners on assisting poor while 
making profits  
This study is based on the Sri Lankan BOP market for several reasons. The 
geographical structure of the BOP market around the world shows that Asia consists of 
the largest BOP region, having 2.86 billion people with an aggregated income of 
US$3.47 trillion (Hammond et al. 2007). The market share amounts to 86% of the total 
Asian regional population. Sri Lanka’s population was 20.2 million in 2012 and the 
sector classification shows that the rural sector of 15.7 million people (78%) 
predominates, whereas the urban and estate sectors represent 17% and 5%, respectively 
(Household Income and Expenditure Survey Sri Lanka 2012/13). Applying the latest 
classification of the BOP market prevailing in the literature, an annual income threshold 
of below US$3000 in purchase power parity (PPP) shows 16.1 million people in Sri 
Lanka fall into the BOP category (Hammond et al. 2007), which represents almost 82% 
of the total population. However, the country has been identified as a nation that is 
understudied, particularly in terms of BOP markets, even by businesses that work in 
those communities (Elyadi & Harrison 2010). 
The remainder of this chapter is divided into four key sections. We begin by describing 
the BOP market in Sri Lanka, and then the call for an urban and rural BOP classification 
is addressed with a review of the relevant literature. The next section covers the 
methodology of the study. The findings of the qualitative data collected through in-
depth interviews with industry experts then follow. The chapter concludes with a 
discussion of our findings and provides implications for policy and practice, and 
opportunities for further research on this topic. 
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3.2  Urban and rural BOP 
There are considerable differences in the behaviour of consumers in urban and rural 
BOP markets. Chikweche and Fletcher (2012) describe the BOP market in Zimbabwe 
under four distinct groups with divergent characteristics. These four groups are: diluted 
urban consumers, who were the members of the middle class until their income fell to 
the BOP level; urban-based BOP consumers, who live permanently in urban areas, 
mostly in rented housing; rural-urban based BOP consumers, who migrated from rural 
areas to urban regions seeking employment; and rural-based BOP consumers, who live 
permanently in rural areas and whose main earnings come from agricultural activities 
or informal small-scale enterprises. Other researchers have classified the BOP market 
more simply under two categories, urban and rural (Sridharan & Viswanathan 2008; 
Bharti et al. 2013). The Department of Census and Statistics in Sri Lanka identifies 
three types of sector in the country, these being urban, rural and estate. Areas 
administered by municipal and urban councils make up the urban sector, while the 
estate sector comprises all plantations (mostly tea plantations) that are 20 acres or more 
in size and have 10 or more resident labourers. The rural sector includes all remaining 
areas (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2015). 
Our research focuses on two sectors, urban and rural, with reference to the estate sector 
under the rural category due to it being similar to the rural sector. Irrespective of this 
division, Sri Lanka has a BOP population of 16.1 million (Hammond et al. 2007), with 
many people falling below the national poverty line. Among the various government 
and non-government organisations supporting low-income communities in Sri Lanka, 
the Department of ‘Samurdhi’ [Prosperity] Development is a prominent one and aims 
to help alleviate poverty by encouraging people who are poor to participate more 
productively in the economy. This department operates two main programs: a relief 
program, and an empowerment program. The relief program consists of monetary 
assistance for those in most need, while the empowerment program focuses on rural 
infrastructure development, social development, housing programs and microfinance 
support through Samurdhi Bank societies (Department of Samurdhi Development 
2010). 
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Among various opinions concerning the BOP market, Ireland (2008) claims that the 
rural BOP is not profitable enough for companies and the attractive opportunities 
introduced under the BOP concept do not prevail in rural markets. He uses a 
comparison between the urban Latin and rural Asian and African BOP markets to 
provide the grounds for this argument. However, Ireland’s study was based on the 
Venezuelan BOP market, which is large, informal and urban, and more similar to other 
BOPs such as Brazil, Mexico, Peru and Colombia. In contrast, in Sri Lanka the majority 
of the BOP market is within the rural community, given that the country’s rural 
population is over 80% including the estate sector. In this context, the present study 
aims to examine the business opportunities in rural BOP markets from the perspective 
of industry practitioners. 
3.3  Research design 
This study is exploratory and interpretive in nature. Qualitative research focuses on the 
views of a smaller number of people in greater depth, in order to explore and identify a 
range of related phenomena (Creswell & Clark 2011). This qualitative study was 
conducted through in-depth interviews with industry practitioners who undertake 
business activities in the BOP market in Sri Lanka. An industry practitioner here can 
be an executive, board member, consultant, critic or commentator who deals with daily 
organisational decisions. 
A specific sampling strategy was applied. Strategically selected samples are common 
in qualitative research, given its intentions to explain a phenomenon in greater detail 
through in-depth information (Creswell 2014; Leedy & Ormrod 2012). According to 
Hammond et al. (2007), the food market in the BOP segment is the highest consumer 
market sector and has been valued at US$2895 billion. We referred to the sector 
classifications of listed companies in Sri Lanka under the Colombo Stock Exchange 
(CSE) to select a sample of 15 companies, including three from the fast-moving 
consumer goods (FMCG) sector, three from the telecommunication sector, two in the 
banking as well as two in the insurance sector, and five in the construction and 
engineering sector. In addition, five practitioners were sought from MNCs and NGOs 
operating in Sri Lanka. Potential respondents were invited to have an online in-depth 
interview using Skype or Google Hangouts at a time convenient for them. These online 
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conversations were recorded and transcribed for the purpose of analysis. Based on the 
responses we received, in-depth interviews were conducted with six industry 
practitioners from each of the sectors mentioned above. A sample of four to five is 
considered adequate for arriving at conclusions if the respondents have a high level of 
expertise and knowledge about what is been investigated (Romney, Weller & 
Batchelder 1986). 
The profiles of the industry practitioners are documented in Table 3.1. 
Table 3.1: Key informants in the study 
Informant  Years of 
experience  
Age 
range  
Position  Industry/Industries  Time and 
duration of 
interview  
1 12.5 30–40 Brand 
Manager  
Telecommunication 
Media  
Jan 2016 
90 minutes 
2 4.5  30–40  Brand 
Manager 
MNC – FMCG Feb 2016 
50 minutes 
3 8 30–40  Branch 
Manager  
Finance and Leasing  Jan 2016 
45 minutes 
4 6.5  40–50 Public 
Relations 
Manager  
FMCG 
Media 
Jan 2016 
45 minutes 
5 45  60–70 Director 
Senior 
Advisor  
NGO 
Research 
Trusts 
Feb 2016 
50 minutes 
6 5  30–40 Manager – 
Research 
Construction and 
Engineering 
Feb 2016 
30 minutes  
 
Interviewing practitioners is a common research technique in marketing, as this method 
elicits answers within their frames of reference, without imposing the researcher’s 
preconceptions (Chernatony & Riley 1999). Interviews were conducted on a one-to-
one basis, with the informant being assured of anonymity and the freedom to withdraw 
at any stage. The interview questions were developed after the body of knowledge 
gathered  through reading relevant articles  on strategic perspective addressing BOP 
consumer market characteristics. Although interview questions were prepared prior to 
the interview, some questions were adapted in the course of the interviews based on the 
flow of the conversation. 
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The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. The resultant data were analysed using 
thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a methodical practice that summarises complex 
qualitative data by identifying the underlying principal themes which appear within the 
dataset (Howitt 2010). There are two categories of thematic analysis in the literature: 
data-driven thematic analysis and theory-driven thematic analysis (Attride-Stirling 
2001; Howitt 2010). This study has deployed the data-driven thematic analysis 
technique for examining the qualitative data. The initial coding was conducted by 
assigning codes to the chosen lines in the transcribed data. Then the codes were 
organised into relevant themes, considering the research objectives under study. The 
identified themes were reviewed by breaking down themes into sub-themes, and by 
creating new themes and discarding overlapping themes. Accordingly, the following 
thematic network (Figure 3.2) was developed, with global, organising and basic themes, 
as suggested by Attride-Stirling (2001). Basic themes are the lowest level themes 
derived from the initial code of data; organising themes are the middle-order themes 
that organise the basic themes into groups; and global themes are the highest-level 
themes that comprise the key metaphors in the data as a whole (Attride-Stirling 2001). 
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Figure 3.2: Thematic network 
Different measures were applied in this research to ensure the descriptive, interpretive 
and theoretical validity of the research findings. For confirming the descriptive validity, 
research notes taken during the interviews were verified by validating with the digitally 
recorded interviews (Braun & Clarke 2006). For ensuring the interpretative validity, 
additional informal discussions via emails and Skype were made with selected 
informants during the thematic analysis process for clarifying the discussion and 
clearing up areas of miscommunication. Furthermore, feedback was obtained from the 
selected industry practitioners for the thematic analysis findings to make sure those 
participants’ viewpoints, experiences and thoughts were construed precisely in the 
research (Johnson 1997). To certify the theoretical validity of the research findings, 
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significant time was spent in studying the interviewees’ background and their 
experience in catering to the BOP market. Internal validity was maintained by 
performing coded references, pattern matching and explanation during the thematic 
analysis process. The finalised themes were tested against each interview transcript in 
the data analysis process to confirm external validity and to ensure the generalisation 
of the themes across multiple interview transcripts (Johnson 1997). 
3.4  Findings and discussion 
Several interesting findings emerged from the interviews conducted with the 
practitioners operating in BOP markets. All industry practitioners had been involved in 
the BOP market and showed a high level of experience in judging consumer behaviour 
at the BOP level. We provide our findings in the following three sections. 
3.4.1  Unstable but high disposable income  
The most distinctive feature that identifies a consumer in the BOP category is their 
income, which falls below the levels defined by the researchers. The first description 
of a BOP market was by Prahalad and Hart (2002), who defined the BOP as a market 
with consumers who earn less than US$1500 per annum in PPP. Following this 
definition, a range of classifications have been developed for the BOP market over the 
years, one reason for this range being the differences in PPP. However, it is also known 
in BOP research that income variability among consumers limits or influences 
consumption patterns. This was demonstrated through our findings related to the BOP 
market in Sri Lanka. Supporting our conclusions, Rangan, Chu and Petkoski (2011) 
identify three levels of income within the BOP market as: low income – those who live 
on US$3–5 per day; subsistence – those with income of $1–3 per day; and extreme 
poverty – describing those who live on less than $1 per day. However, the most widely 
used definition classifies the BOP market as people who earn less than $1–2 per day, 
although many definitions lie within the $2–6 per day range (Guesalaga & Marshall 
2008). During the interviews, the informants mentioned that the most challenging fact 
about the income of the BOP consumer is its variation. They stated that it is neither 
fixed nor stable. Informant 1 said: 
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BOP, I see the number one aspect is their income levels are not stable, most 
of the time […] In that case I see their income is sometimes, today you get 
Rs. 5000 and tomorrow, 10,000 and day after 0 income […] They don’t 
have a fixed salary. The second thing is, even if they have a fixed salary, it 
is very low. 
Informant 2 stated: 
I think they spend on what they have, what I am saying is most of them are 
more or less are daily basis earners, not monthly or even weekly earners 
[…] For example, when we go to the estate sector, another cluster of rural, 
they know like when the tea harvesting is high they are planning, ok I should 
go and buy some clothes to kids or I have to buy stationery for kids on those 
days, and they know about it so they plan the parties, maybe birthdays or 
whatever, small things they want to do on those days where they know that 
the harvesting will give them extra time for plucking and then an extra 
income based on higher hourly rate […] But again, in rainy season or 
something that they know that they can pluck only for three hours, so they 
will be paid for only three hours, so then they know this time period is very 
difficult and you might need to use a little bit of savings. 
It is common for both the urban and rural poor to earn a low income that is not stable. 
However, the rural BOP was also highlighted as having a high disposable income in 
many instances. Prahalad (2004) proposed that, within the BOP market, alleviating 
poverty can be done by increasing the disposable income of BOP consumers, reducing 
the cost of services, increasing available time for productive work and increasing 
service quality. It is clear that the marketers’ prerequisite is to create a capacity for these 
low-income people to consume and thereby contribute increasing consumer disposable 
income, which in turn will create new markets for the marketers. 
The informants in our study noted that the amount of resources that urban people who 
are poor own is in fact less compared to that of the rural poor. Urban BOP live in shanty 
houses, flats provided by the government, or other temporary shelters with limited 
facilities. They are accustomed to working on a daily basis in the city and spending 
their earnings for the day. Ireland’s (2008, p. 431) study on urban BOP described this 
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sector of consumers as “desperately impoverished, indeed starving, despite their 
relatively ‘high’ incomes due to the high costs of city living”. Conversely, rural poor 
have many resources that they own permanently, especially through inheritance. They 
may own their own dwellings and land and may have the opportunity to grow produce 
in their garden for their daily usage. The lifestyle of the rural BOP is simple compared 
to that of the urban BOP, and this simplicity can lead to them having more disposable 
income: 
Informant 3: 
What I see in rural is that they have more income sources, they grow in 
their garden, live with their relatives, and share and use resources in 
villages […] Some grow vegetables on the land they had inherited and sell 
them in the village. So they have many other income sources. If they 
couldn’t work on a day, they can still survive with these other incomes. 
Compared to urban they have very simple lifestyle, so they have more to 
spend, I mean they have more disposable income. 
3.4.2  Low in education but in high skills and capabilities 
Consumers with lower literacy have been a key subject of discussion in the BOP 
literature (Gau, Haeran & Viswanathan 2012; Viswanathan & Rosa 2007). The 
majority of these studies indicate low literacy as being a constraint for marketing 
communication, suggesting that marketers need to carefully plan communication 
messages for these consumer markets (Beninger & Robson 2015). Industry 
practitioners who took part in the present study noted that, irrespective of the sector, 
urban or rural, BOP consumers have a relatively low level of education. However, the 
literacy rate in Sri Lanka is more than 92% (Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education 2018). Nevertheless, although the literacy rate is high, practitioners believed 
that a low level of education limits the amount of information that BOP consumers 
understand. Hence, customising the marketing messages in a simple way helps to 
spread marketers’ ideas among BOP consumers. According to Informant 1: 
First thing that we have to understand is the education level. I am not 
saying […] Sri Lanka is having a 92+ literacy level, what I’m referring to 
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with education here is that the amount of information that they understand 
is kind of very limited […] They do not understand that yet, because the 
simple fact is that they are not really exposed to that kind of information. 
Unlike the urban BOP, rural BOP consumers tend to use their resources and skills for 
different business purposes. This may be to operate a small retail store, or a sewing 
business, or make small products and so on. Small and Medium Enterprises sector in 
Sri Lanks generates 70% to Sri Lankan GDP in the focus sector of exports and almost 
73% are small and medium enterprises (Athukorala, 2017). The Sri Lankan government 
initiated the ‘Samurdhi’ (Prosperity) program in 1996 with the objective of promoting 
stable national development with the least possible poverty based on public 
participation. This program provides many services to the poor, including a monthly 
allowance for eligible people who earn less than US$45 per month. Four of the six 
industry practitioners pointed out that the small entrepreneurs originate mainly from 
this low-end market, and they possess many business skills. The importance of financial 
support provided by the government for BOP businesses was also emphasised by the 
participants in our discussions. They shared their experience of encouraging these skills 
by way of giving BOP consumers business opportunities. 
Informant 1: 
I give you another example which I came across, in this ‘Samurdhi’ 
segment. Now normally you expect that these people must be poor right, 
that’s why we are taking ‘Samurdhi’, but there are instances, where they 
are doing a lot of small businesses. But those are not stabilised businesses. 
Sometimes they make milk toffee or lavaria, but at the end of the day these 
guys are giving seeds. 
The second point I have come across is their educational level, most of the 
time I see, when I identify the BOP customer, he is definitely education-
wise, most of the time, very rarely you have Advanced Level (A/L) pass 
people, very rarely, even below that. But another point is also there. It’s 
about the paper qualification. These people have different talents, they 
make things, make toffees, and they are the people who do this, sometimes 
they are the ones who actually can turn into SMEs. We have seen it. They 
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are the ones who started, like when we spoke to some of these SME people, 
where I directly encouraged a lot of SMEs to use our product and build 
their portfolio using technology […] So when we talked to them they have 
started, like they may make 10 or 15 kilos of this and then they suddenly 
came up, so their starting point is BOP level, as your reference point. So I 
would say they have different skills but not very structured in education. 
Informant 2: 
We have some sales programs like ‘Saubhagya’. I think some of the other 
companies have some of these entrepreneurial development sales 
mechanics, where these rural women especially are coming into the group 
of ‘Saubhagya’, and they can sell our product on behalf of the company 
and they can earn sort of a profit […] And there are about 4000 
‘Saubhagya’ entrepreneurial women in the country who we have 
developed, so it’s a solution to poverty as well because our products have 
penetrated more than 70% of the country. So they have that good 
opportunity of selling our product on behalf of the company and earn a 
profit for their households. 
Unilever and Nestlé have been criticised in the BOP literature for pulling out of rural 
markets to achieve higher margins among wealthier consumers (Gangopadhyay & 
Wadhwa 2004). Contrary to this view, the Unilever ‘Saubhagya’ program, as 
mentioned by Informant 2, demonstrates the successful initiation of a poverty-
alleviating, market-driven program in a BOP market in Sri Lanka. This project is an 
endeavour designed to lift the most disadvantaged women of rural Sri Lanka out of 
poverty, through making their financial independence possible. This provides the 
opportunity for entrepreneurialism, helping rural women to become direct-to-home 
ambassadors of Unilever brands. Disadvantaged rural women are nominated by the 
regional Samurdhi authorities and thereafter recruited by Unilever as entrepreneurs. 
The project was started with just five women entrepreneurs and has now grown to an 
extensive sales channel of over 4000 women across the island. This provides evidence 
that rural BOP people have the skills and courage to become entrepreneurs when 
opportunities are given to them. Mahajan and Bunga (2006) agree, and further argue 
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that multi-nationals are ideally positioned to combine poverty alleviation practices with 
business opportunities within BOP markets due to their scale and scope. Similarly, 
Singh (2015) shows the need for understanding the exact role of BOP entrepreneurship 
in social transformation and its impact on market development. 
3.4.3  Attributes in consumption lifestyle 
BOP consumers generally have different consumption habits compared to non-BOP 
consumers. This is mainly due to their low income but surprisingly, some patterns of 
consumption behaviour are not exaggerated by this factor. The poor spend more on 
food and less on other items; however, food and other hygiene products are not just a 
routine or a low involvement purchase for them, unlike for non-BOP consumers. BOP 
consumers are price savvy but more value conscious; hence, each of the purchases they 
make is important: 
Informant 5: 
If you take poor people, the greater amount of money goes on food. So in 
Sri Lanka, normally a person below the poverty line would be spending at 
least 60% of their income on food. Now the difference between people in 
the other countries is that they will spend about 25% of their money on 
food. 
According to Prahalad (2005), the main claim is that MNCs have opportunities in the 
BOP market. This was proven in the Sri Lankan context via our findings that five of 
our six practitioners, except Informant 3 who is working in the finance industry, believe 
that the income from the BOP market is the largest contributor to their total income, 
and view this market in Sri Lanka as an opportunity for them to do business. 
Informant 2: 
For our research purposes we segregated low-end consumers based on 
their LSM classes, lifestyle measurement classes, depending on their 
income, education, and the white goods that they have, they have been 
clustered […] What I am trying to say is, if you take a proportion of LSM 
1–15, 1–7, 40% of the population belong to 1–7 or 1–6. So that means more 
  39 
than half of the population is residing in this low-end market […] There 
are many competitors in this market; all are like really big brands in Sri 
Lanka; and catering a good amount of their focus on the masses and rural 
people. 
Informant 4: 
Actually I have worked in this company for more than three years. So as 
you know this is a mass market cosmetic brand and popular mainly in rural 
areas, rather than Colombo. In the urban market there is huge competition 
in the cosmetics industry but when you go to rural areas our face wash is 
the number one. 
The subsistence consumer has been identified as being very conscious of value and 
price (Prahalad & Hammond 2002a) and occasionally brand aware (Rajgopal 2009) in 
relation to particular types of goods and services. Prahalad and Hammond (2002b) point 
out that the world’s poorest consumers do, in fact, purchase both expensive and non-
essential goods – including televisions sets, telephones and kitchen appliances. In 
addition, spending on festivals and family gatherings, such as weddings and funerals, 
is an extremely important part of their budget (Banerjee & Duﬂo 2007). Research 
distinguishes two types of aspiration, these being intrinsic and extrinsic (Kasser & Ryan 
1996). Firstly, intrinsic aspiration deals with people pursuing goals that satisfy 
themselves in terms of basic psychological needs such as intimacy, community and 
personal growth. Secondly, extrinsic aspirations focus on positive rewards or regard 
from others, such as money, image, prestige or fame, which are externally valued 
goods. BOP consumers have a greater preference for pursuing extrinsic aspirations 
because this achieves hedonic well-being (Gupta & Srivastav 2016). 
We found, from the practitioners’ point of view, that there is a positive attitude towards 
aspirational consumption amongst BOP consumers. This supports the current claim 
from the consumer point of view in the research literature; consequently, this suggests 
many business opportunities exist at the BOP level. 
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Informant 2: 
They are very price savvy but they don’t want to compromise on quality, 
they always look at the quality of the product for the money that they spend 
[…] So, income for the household is relatively limited, but what we have 
understood is they want to consume quality products but they are always 
really comparing with the benefits, the cost or occasion when they are 
going to purchase. They manage with what they have but I think they are 
going for higher order products whenever the opportunities are given. 
Informant 1: 
So definitely they will first go for meeting these requirements. But there will 
always be an aspirational factor, where they want to buy a new motorbike, 
or they want to buy a TV, sometimes a mobile phone. Maybe they want to 
renovate their house, they may have an asbestos roof but they want to 
upgrade it with some other material […] The aspiration component is 
always there. That’s why a lot of the instalment packages like Abans, 
Singer, especially Singer, is capturing this market. It can be a sewing 
machine but they are capturing that aspirational factor. 
Food may require more outlay than other necessities, hence many researchers point out 
that subsistence consumers survive on a daily basis and manage with limited resources. 
Depending on their income, these consumers try to get the maximum benefit out of 
their resources, and unlike non-BOP consumers, they sometimes use the generic 
product for a different purpose or a unit of product in diverse ways or stages. Concerns 
as to whether an offering will work or not are common, and product performance exerts 
the greatest inﬂuence on repeat purchases in the BOP market (Chikweche & Fletcher 
2010). In addition, presenting different possible uses for products can also facilitate 
acceptance (Simanis 2012). We identify this as their creative consumption capability to 
manage their limited resources effectively. 
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Informant 1: 
Another point I came across, sometimes they may not go for a sachet but 
for example they take soap and we expect them to consume it as it is. But 
no, what they do is, they cut it into small pieces and make another sachet 
out of it and use it that way. Sometimes there can be a scenario, where you 
take one particular product and use it for another purpose as well. That 
kind of a thing. It’s like multipurpose, you take this and you can do many 
things with it, whereas we see a lot of people who are at the top of the 
pyramid, who use a particular product for a particular purpose only. 
Whereas these guys will take something and try to get the maximum out of 
it. Like creative consumption. 
So they cannot afford each and every product for each and every need […] 
what they do is they take, like a generic product and create everything. 
Sometimes, for a very basic example, maybe you suppose to make 
something out of rice flour, but they take plain flour and make a rice flour 
product out of it. 
Using over 30 real-world examples, Beninger and Robson (2014) included creative 
consumption in impoverished consumers in their discussion and suggested that, for 
organisations, understanding the role that creativity can and does play in the lives of 
consumers can lead to improved valuable solutions to this under-served market. They 
argue that consumers in the BOP market are creative in their consumption. The point 
is that the necessities of consumption and limited resources make these consumers 
creative in the BOP market. 
Our discussion with Informant 3 provided many insights on finance market–related 
consumer behaviour in the BOP market. Due to low and unstable incomes, it is likely 
that these individuals have fewer savings for their future. Unlike the other industries 
discussed here, finance service providers pay less attention to this market due to the 
high risk of recovery. However, our informant states that the risk is relatively low in 
rural markets compared to urban BOP. Rural poor are more likely to believe that having 
a loan is a serious responsibility, and they tend to pay the loans off, which has resulted 
a low default risk in rural BOP. 
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Informant 3: 
The biggest problem in this low-end market for us is their default risk. I 
mean they have low income to start with and normally these people don’t 
have a fixed income per month, they depend on their daily income. So for 
us, depending on the risk criteria, this market gets the least attention […] 
What I see is that the rural poor are a bit reluctant to have a loan, and 
because of that, we have a low default risk there, compared to the poor in 
cities who don’t bother to pay back, skipping their loan instalments. 
In the finance market, we found that the poverty penalty is visible in the BOP market 
in Sri Lanka. The country’s microfinance industry needs to be formalised and better 
regulated to avoid unregistered financial institutions operating at the micro level. 
According to Mendoza (2011), the poverty penalty emerges due to two main reasons: 
firstly, quality and price-related poverty penalties; and secondly, non-access, non-usage 
or catastrophic expenditure burdens. The poverty penalty in the finance industry occurs 
mainly because the poor do not have access, which is due to problems with regulation. 
However, our informant strongly believed the next developing market in the finance 
industry will be microfinance, provided that there is a governing body to formalise and 
regulate the microfinance industry. 
Informant 3: 
I see this microfinance market is the next level of market which is growing, 
but in our country this microfinance industry is not a formal one […] Poor 
people are always affected by price discrimination, they don’t have a good 
income and have low assets. So we have a high risk and finally it ends with 
a high interest rate for the poor. 
The penetration of mobile phones in Sri Lanka is currently 107%, meaning that there 
are more mobile phones than people. However, the internet penetration rate is only 
27.4% (GSMA Intelligence 2014) and most occurs in the rural communities. Our key 
informants’ experiences supported this. 
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Informant 1: 
I came across this, like four years back, the highest Twitter consumption 
came from Akurassa, and we were shocked. Then we did research to see 
how it happened. We came across people who are in Akurassa, had most of 
their family members in Korea. Korean Twitter and smartphone 
consumption is extremely high in the region. So what they do is, instead of 
talking and or Skype, they communicate through Twitter. What they do is, 
they send their smartphone here and teach the younger ones how to do this. 
So the highest consumption came from Akurassa. 
I heard very recent news that Monaragala has a significant Facebook 
consumption. But compared to people who are talking in Monaragala, the 
income levels are extremely low, so it’s not fitting to an equation. 
Informant 4: 
The young are exposed to social media and expectations are rising. We 
have to, especially given we are in the cosmetics market, address this young 
crowd via social media as well. Even they are from rural areas, it’s the 
same. 
Researchers have highlighted the use of technology by BOP consumers. Anderson and 
Billou (2007) note that BOP consumers, even in rural villages and on farms, use mobile 
phones. In the Sri Lankan rural sector, 73% of men and 68% of women own mobile 
phones, and 96% have pre-paid connections (Sylvester 2016). The same study shows 
that male consumers often use their mobile phones for work-related matters, and many 
young consumers use them to keep in touch with their friends through social media. 
This demonstrates an opportunity for businesses to use mobile marketing to the BOP 
market in Sri Lanka (Beninger & Robson 2015). 
3.5  Implications for theory and practice 
Our study investigated the current debate on the limited profitability of rural versus 
urban BOP markets. Through interviews with industry practitioners dealing with this 
market, a range of interesting findings emerged. Presented in Table 3.2 are the findings 
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emerging from the study, summarised based on the urban and rural bases of the BOP 
market in Sri Lanka. 
Since the rural population represents more than 80% of the country, there is no doubt 
that companies make profits in the rural BOP market. The largest multi-nationals and 
FMCG businesses derive profits by selling to the rural poor, and it was evident from 
our data that they see the potential in this BOP market. However, these businesses face 
a challenge in making profits due to the limited income of this market. In support of 
this argument, we conclude that the rural poor have more disposable income than the 
urban poor, due to their simple lifestyle and relatively high resources ownership. 
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Table 3.2: Summary of the study’s findings 
Characteristics  BOP market  Urban BOP Rural BOP 
Income  Low and unstable 
income  
Daily survival  Relatively high 
disposable income  
Education and skills  Low education  Less involvement 
towards skills-based 
earnings  
Skills that enable 
them to take up 
entrepreneurship 
Resource usage Low resource 
ownership 
Fewer resources and 
complex lifestyle 
Relatively more 
resources and simple 
lifestyle  
Poverty penalty  Visible in BOP 
market 
High default rate in 
loans  
Low default rate due 
to sense of 
responsibility to pay 
off loans 
Features of consumption 
Creative 
consumption  
Creative consumption is visible among BOP communities in Sri 
Lanka  
Aspirational 
consumption  
BOP consumers are price savvy but do not compromise on quality. 
They tend to display aspirational consumption behaviour, provided 
the opportunity is given to them.  
 
Some authors state the BOP market to be desperately poor, largely illiterate and 
therefore a risky market in which to operate (Ireland 2008). Many studies indicate that 
this market is illiterate (Jaiswal & Gupta 2015; Vishwanathan et al. 2009, 
Vishwanathan, Rosa & Ruth 2010), and such analyses employ qualitative methods to 
collect data. Despite the fact that BOP people are illiterate in many countries with BOP 
populations, Sri Lanka has a literacy rate of 92%, although lower levels of education in 
the BOP market are reported. We conclude that these individuals, even if they are poor 
in terms of income and education, have various skills and capabilities that may lead to 
successful businesses or innovative ways of consuming goods and services. This is 
known as creative consumption. It has implications for marketing practitioners and 
policy-makers who would like to see the poor not just as individuals who like living on 
support, but as people who have talents and skills and thereby create good outcomes 
for themselves. Although some authors describe the Unilever Shakthi program as a 
successful project (Prahalad 2002) others identify the same project as a failure (Ireland 
2008). The Unilever Saubhagya program in Sri Lanka is one of the best examples of a 
success story in the BOP market, showcasing the entrepreneurial capabilities of rural 
  46 
BOP women in Sri Lanka. Moreover, the government supports initiatives such as 
Samurdhi by providing financial assistance for the rural poor, and for their new 
ventures. This encourages bottom-level entrepreneurship, and the Unilever Saubhagya 
program is a good example of successful entrepreneurship within this market. 
The consumption habits of the BOP market are unique. Low income does not mean no 
income. These people do have their aspirations, as the practitioners we interviewed 
described. The BOP consumer is price conscious but does not compromise on value. 
While our findings support earlier suggestions that these poor are value conscious 
(Prahalad 2002), we suggest that they can also be creative consumers who use their 
limited resources for the maximum benefit. Based on the practitioners’ opinions, there 
are plenty of opportunities available in rural BOP markets, although the products may 
sometimes be technology-driven. However, in the finance industry we see a need for a 
major contribution by policy-makers to avoid the poverty penalty, and to standardise 
the microfinance industry in Sri Lanka. Even marketing practitioners recognise the 
BOP market opportunity. However, there is a high-risk factor that limits their 
operations in this market due to the poor economic security of the consumer. 
Nevertheless, supporting our argument on rural markets, industry practitioners believed 
that rural markets are comparatively less risky because they tend to have a low default 
rate. The benefits of government intervention in the finance market are twofold: the 
first is for BOP consumers to avoid the poverty penalty; and the second is to create a 
standardised microfinance industry where operational policies are transparent and there 
are ethical business practices. 
We found that the adoption of technology in BOP markets is widespread and, more 
interestingly, there is evidence that the rural BOP uses social media. Hence, there is a 
possibility for marketers to use social media as a source of advertising. For instance, 
during May 2016, when Sri Lanka was beset by extensive floods and landslides that 
affected half a million people, Facebook was widely used for finding people and to help 
flood victims. Many young people use Facebook and Twitter even if they do come from 
disadvantaged rural areas, and this has implications for marketers promoting their 
products to low-end markets. 
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3.6  Conclusions 
Finally, we would like to draw attention to the main claim in the BOP market concept 
that businesses can help to alleviate poverty while also making profits. We investigated 
this phenomenon from the point of view of industry practitioners who operate at the 
ground level of this low-end market. Surprisingly, very few expressed the idea that they 
truly wanted to help the poor and would rather make profits. While much research on 
the BOP market is conceptual, it can provide insights for marketing practitioners and 
policy-makers to think about ways of alleviating poverty. In-depth discussion with 
industry parties about those concepts also revealed that they do have opportunities 
within this market, but an attitude of helping to reduce poverty is not much in line with 
their ideas. The government cannot always be solely responsible for helping people 
who are poor; businesses must also play a part so that this concept has practical 
effectiveness. An integrated system consisting of all stakeholders within the BOP 
market should be adopted to accomplish a win-win proposition. 
3.7  Limitations and areas for further research 
Our study was limited to the industry practitioners’ ideas collected through a limited 
sample, and our claim is that the rural BOP market is still profitable and big enough for 
businesses to make profits. While we identified some interesting aspects of rural BOP 
market behaviour, we encourage future research to test the attitudes of BOP consumers 
about this claim and suggest that different generational cohorts be considered in larger 
samples. Further to the urban/rural classification, the BOP market can be studied under 
categorisations, including different levels within the BOP market or different 
geographical areas or occupation types. Further studies should also be conducted on the 
creative consumption of these impoverished consumers. The BOP is an attractive and 
potentially profitable market for businesses and other organisations. There is evidence 
that this market will continue to be important for marketing practitioners and policy-
makers. 
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3.8  Summary 
The objective of the phase I study was to mainly identify the opportunities and features 
of BOP markets in Sri Lanka from a marketing practitioner point of view. The study 
confirms that there are massive opportunities available for business organisations at the 
BOP level, especially in rural markets. One of the examples pointed out by the 
informants in this phase of study was the Saubhagya project managed by Unilever Sri 
Lanka, a giant MNC in the FMCG sector. In order to examine the importance of 
stakeholder relationships, as pointed out by Prahalad (2005), and to explore how these 
relationships play out in reality in the market, the next phase of study was conducted 
using Unilever Saubhagya as a case study. 
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4. 
PHASE II – CASE STUDY 
Sharing the fortune: A stakeholder perspective on the bottom of the pyramid 
(BOP) market in Sri Lanka 
Abstract 
The nature of the bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market in Sri Lanka is largely 
unexplored. BOP is a meso-level notion that provides opportunities for businesses to 
make profits while helping poor consumers alleviate poverty. This concept of ‘finding 
fortune’ at the bottom level has now evolved into an idea of ‘sharing fortune’ amongst 
participants as part of an organisation’s business model. While the BOP provides a 
pathway for businesses, there is recognition that this proposition requires the 
association of multiple players, including government and non-government 
organisations, to implement an effective business model. The aim of this study is to 
examine how such collaborative approaches, which claim to provide success for all 
stakeholders, play out in reality at the BOP level. The paper adapts a case study 
approach using Unilever’s ‘Saubhagya’ project in Sri Lanka, which is heralded as one 
of the success stories of implementation of a business project in a BOP market. The 
results illustrate that the core shared vision amongst participants in the BOP framework 
is their relationship and mutual understanding of the intent to alleviate poverty. The 
role of the government in supporting BOP initiatives is found to be transcendent, 
especially in standardising the microfinance industry, which mostly imposes a poverty 
penalty on consumers. This study emphasises the importance of collaboration among 
stakeholders and has implications for marketing practitioners in developing strategies 
for the BOP market. 
Key words:  bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market, poverty, collaborative approach, 
stakeholders, microfinance 
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4.1  Introduction 
Impoverished consumers at the bottom of the pyramid (BOP), have been subject to 
significant research attention in recent years. Researchers have provided marketing 
insights for practitioners, and suggested business models that work well in BOP 
markets. The inceptive idea amongst these models is the one suggested by Prahalad and 
Hart (2002) in their classic article, ‘Fortune at the bottom of the pyramid’, in which 
they argue that one way to address the saturation companies face at the top level is to 
target consumers at the bottom level through radical innovation in technology and 
business models. It focused mainly on MNCs seeking profit opportunities at the lowest 
level of the world economic pyramid in an attempt to address poverty (BOP 1.0). Hart 
(2015) however summarised this concept as ‘finding the fortune’, which involves 
adapting existing products, reducing price points, extending distribution networks and 
involving NGO partnerships. Due to the modest achievement of many businesses that 
adopted this concept, the BOP 2.0 approach based on ‘creating the fortune’ was 
introduced later; it emphasises the importance of co-creating products and compelling 
value propositions with under-served communities (Hart 2015). While moving forward 
with the BOP 2.0 approach for several years, additional challenges, complexities and 
opportunities were identified, advancing the view to a new era of BOP 3.0 known to be 
at a status of ‘sharing the fortune’. This approach encourages grassroot innovations; 
innovation ecosystems with the participation of technology providers, funders, capacity 
builders and supply chain players; cross-sector partnerships including NGOs and 
government; and sustainable development (Hart 2015). Emphasising this collaborative 
approach, this study analyses the importance of stakeholder relationship for an effective 
implementation of the BOP concept using Unilever’s Project Saubhagya as a case 
study. 
The selection of the context for the present study depends on few reasons. Sri Lanka, 
with over 16 million people earning less than US$3000 per annum (Hammond et al. 
2007) in purchase power parity (PPP), makes up a considerable portion of the 2.86 
billion BOP market in Asia. Surprisingly, there is not much known about the nature of 
this market, although various case studies have been reported from neighbouring India, 
Bangladesh and China, while Sri Lanka remains under studied (Elyadi & Harrison 
2010). Among the limited studies available on BOP Sri Lanka, Jebarajakirthy, Lobo 
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and Hewege (2015) in their study on war-affected youths’ self-identity towards 
microcredit using 1160 youth microcredit users from Northern Province concluded that 
the intention on positive effect influences the youths’ self-identity towards microcredit. 
Moreover, Elyadi and Harrison (2010) examined motivations behind strategic choice 
in BOP markets using two commercial banks’ micro-lending business strategies as a 
comparative case study and concluded that there are two motivations for strategic 
choice: market extension and strategic intent. According to the authors, strategic intent 
is motivated by building capabilities over time that results in successful poverty 
alleviation. Market expansion is motivated by an immediate desire to expand overall 
sales revenue. Elyadi and Harrison (2010) concluded that the entrance in BOP markets 
is motivated by a market expansion strategy, which involves extending existing services 
to increase immediate sales revenue. This may exploit consumers with low 
consumption ability and have little or negative impact on poverty alleviation. The 
current study fills the gap by exemplifying a successful business project in a BOP 
market that is not limited to building strategies to make profit out of the poor, but rather 
shares the mutual benefit for alleviating poverty in impoverished communities. 
We first consider the BOP framework and provide a background for the case study, the 
Unilever Saubhagya project. The study then discusses the importance of the 
relationships among stakeholders in the BOP framework by illustrating how 
fragmented relationships limit achieving shared benefit among the participants. The 
paper concludes with recommendations for marketing practitioners and policy-makers 
to ‘truly’ help the poor by alleviating poverty through a collaborative approach. 
4.2  The BOP framework 
Economic development can be defined as an effort at improving the quality of life and 
economic well-being of a community through growing the income of and creating 
and/or retaining more jobs for the community (Salmon Valley Business & Innovation 
Centre 2011). Prahalad (2005), in his book, provides a framework that has economic 
development in the centre and firms in relationships with other institutions and BOP 
consumers, to achieve the vision of poverty alleviation through co-creation of value 
(see Figure 3.1). 
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Prahalad’s framework highlights that large and small firms, government, civil society 
organisations, development agencies and the poor themselves can unlock opportunities 
in the BOP market if they work together with a shared agenda. He identifies that 
entrepreneurship on a massive scale is the key for this plan, thus this agenda challenges 
other groups in the framework to get involved in the value co-creation process for 
economic development. The framework emphasises that it is important for business 
organisations to work collaboratively with civil society organisations and government 
to uncover opportunities at the BOP level. Prahalad’s (2005) main premise was that the 
potential for MNCs and medium-sized businesses does not rely on the high-end market 
in developing countries, but rather their source is mass and low-income markets that 
are willing to pay for their aspirations. He recognised that there should be a special 
business strategy for low-income markets, and that other stakeholders need to work 
together very closely for an effective implementation of the model to the market. In 
particular, the local government, financial institutions and NGOs can add value to these 
relationships. 
The key motivation for large companies to engage in BOP markets is their drive to 
convert the wealth of these consumers into profit while helping to bring them prosperity 
(Pitta, Guesalaga & Marshall 2008). This approach proposes that the government 
should deviate from its traditional role of assisting the poor and focus on creating a 
more sustainable environment for the BOP. The provision of funding and training to 
entrepreneurs is a way government can support consumers and producers in a BOP 
market (Pitta, Guesalaga & Marshall 2008). While many researchers have been 
studying BOP consumers (Beninger & Robson 2015; Jaiswal & Gupta 2015; 
Chikweche 2013; Chikweche & Fletcher 2013), focusing on BOP marketing, others 
have focused on BOP entrepreneurship (Camenzuli & McKague 2015; Rahman et al. 
2015) as an approach of alleviating poverty. Moreover, Vishwanathan and Sridharan 
(2009) and London (2008) suggested a bottom-up approach to alleviating poverty that 
focuses on the poor not as consumers but as producers who create value for 
commodities. The chosen case study for this phase of the research focuses on key 
participants in the BOP framework: consumers, MNCs, entrepreneurs and government 
financial institutions. 
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4.3  Methodology 
Yin (1984, p. 23) defines case study research method “as an empirical inquiry that 
investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which 
multiple sources of evidence are used”. Case study research has grown in standing as 
an effective methodology to explore and comprehend complex issues in real-world 
settings. There are number of advantages of using case study research in marketing. 
The examination of the data is most often conducted within the situation in which the 
activity takes place or within the context of its use (Yin, 1984). Case studies help to 
explore data in real-life environment which may not be able to adeatwly cover through 
survey or experimental research. The limitations of these quantitative methods in 
providing overall and in-depth descriptions of social and behavioural problems is one 
of the reasons for the recognition of case studies as a research method. Through case 
study methods, a scholar is able to outstrip quantitative statistical outcomes and 
recognise behavioural circumstances through the actor’s perspective. 
The researchers selected Unilever’s Saubhagya project, a successful business launch in 
the BOP market in Sri Lanka, as an explanatory case study. In addition to industry 
reports and newspaper articles, interviews were conducted with three Unilever 
Saubhagya project participants, two managers related to the Saubhagya project, two 
public bank managers and 15 selected BOP consumers, all from Central Province in Sri 
Lanka, which contributes significantly to the BOP population in the country. A pre-
determined sample was used in the study as commonly accepted in marketing research 
(Jaiswal & Gupta 2015).  Patton (2002) states that the sample size is determined by 
what the researcher wants to know, the purpose of the research, and what will be 
credible. “The validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry 
have more to do with the information richness of the cases selected and the 
observation/analytical capabilities of the researcher than with sample size” (Patton 
2002, p. 245). 
4.3.1 Unilever Saubhagya program 
Unilever Sri Lanka is the largest MNC in Sri Lanka and owns many successful FMCG 
brands in the country. Project Saubhagya was initiated in 2003 with just five rural 
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women selected through the Samurdhi Authority of Sri Lanka (a government authority 
which acts on development activities for the poor community in the country), which 
grants loans for the initial investment of micro entrepreneurs. Project Saubhagya was 
initiated under the sustainable living plan pillar of Unilever Sri Lanka and has operated 
successfully over more than a decade. It currently has an extensive sales channel of 
4000 rural women, and the highest performer of the year has achieved an annual sales 
volume of LKR 4.5 million (Approx. US$ 35,000), (Unilever Sri Lanka 2018). The 
project aims at empowering rural women by providing opportunities for them to be 
direct-to-home ambassadors of Unilever brands. The company delivers products to the 
doorstep of the nominated rural women under the project, and their task is to sell the 
products within a given period of time in the assigned rural areas for them, which are 
always the villages in which they live – see Figure 4. 2). 
 
Figure 4.2: Operational framework of the Saubhagya program 
In order to conduct discussions with the three Saubhagya rural women entrepreneurs in 
this study, visits were made to their villages in Central Province of Sri Lanka. These 
are the villages in which these entrepreneurs do business, and discussions took place in 
their own residences, in Katugasthota, Thalathuoya and Thannekumbura. The women 
sell Unilever brands to villagers by visiting them, as well as operating as a small store 
with Unilever brands at their residence. These three rural women were the best 
performers in Central Province for the year 2016. During the field visits, the researchers 
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saw many of the awards the participants have received from Unilever Sri Lanka to 
encourage them in reaching high standards in their business as successful entrepreneurs. 
The two managers in the study were the immediate supervisors who deal with the 
project in the same province. 
Following the insights received from discussions with the business enterprises and BOP 
entrepreneurs, it was recognised that stakeholders from the microfinance industry 
representing government intervention would be another important player in this 
relationship; thus, two state bank managers were chosen for in-depth interviews 
regarding the microfinance industry in the BOP market. Finally, 15 BOP consumers 
were selected to participate in an in-depth interview, covering another stakeholder in 
the BOP framework. Since there was no involvement of NGOs or development and aid 
agencies in the Saubhagya project, the participation of such parties in the BOP 
framework is not covered in this phase. 
4.4  Findings and discussion 
BOP research has presented countless case studies from India since its inception. 
Among these numerous case studies, the Hindustan Unilever Shakthi program has been 
cited as a successful implementation (Prahalad 2005; Schuster & Holtbrugge 2012; 
Sridharan & Viswanathan 2008) as well a failure by BOP critics (Karnani 2007). 
Unilever’s Shakthi program was initiated in India in the year 2000 after Unilever 
realised the opportunities in low-income markets through exploring competitors’ 
movements in the bottom layer of consumers. They realised that their existing products 
and distribution channels were too expensive, and existing communication instruments 
were in many cases not applicable, as low-income customers simply did not have access 
to those communication devices or were illiterate (Rangan, Sehgal & Rajan 2007). 
First, Unilever changed their existing products to match low-income markets and then 
developed marketing strategies to reach these consumers. The same operational 
network has been adopted by the Unilever Saubhagya program, which was started after 
three years of operation and learning from the Shakthi program. For instance, one 
project manager who participated in the in-depth discussions, explaining the objective 
of their program, mentioned that: 
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we provide them opportunities for employment, entrepreneurship which 
obviously enhances their livelihoods, while we enhance our distribution 
network and a more sustainable business. 
The same business strategy has been used by Avon Cosmetics in Brazil, by using more 
than 800,000 Avon ladies to reach the most difficult and remote areas in the country 
(Prahalad 2005). During discussions with the managers, they stated that: 
we are very happy about the impact the project Saubhagya has made on the 
lives of these women, who had many financial hardships and who were 
marginalised by the society. 
Other encouraging support provided by the company to these women entrepreneurs are 
training facilities, scholarships for their children and gift vouchers based on their 
performance during a year. Unilever Sri Lanka also engages with these rural women to 
build community facilities in their areas of operation, adding more value to what they 
do in their villages. One manager added information about these: 
In addition to enhancing their financial stability we provide so many 
opportunities for them to learn and grow. We have continuous meetings 
where we meet and discuss the issues, we identify training needs of these 
women and provide them training facilities. At the end of the year we have 
an award ceremony where we identify the best 100 performers for that 
particular year and provide them gifts, gift vouchers and awards for 
achieving the best performance. 
Similar to Unilever’s Shakthi program, the main challenge that the managers had to 
face at the beginning of Project Saubhagya was to make the rural women become agents 
for their brands. They had a lack of business skills and indeed the first few months of 
being an entrepreneur is difficult for a woman who has never been involved in an 
economic activity. A manager of the Unilever Saubhagya project added:  
we had to provide them a good training for handling customers, so we used 
our area sales representatives to teach them how to convince a customer 
and taught them how to build their unique selling capabilities. We used 
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some strategies such as pictorial explanations, videos and games to make 
the teaching clear to these women. 
Project Saubhagya provides a good example for this intent of helping the poor. 
I personally believe that we made a change in the lives of these rural poor 
women through the project. They are very confident after few months of 
operations and now make millions [in LKR] within a year. Seeing the 
success of their achievements I am happy of being a part of this program. 
(Unilever manager) 
The key role-players in the project are these rural women, who walk a number of 
kilometres a day to distribute products to the doorsteps of their customers. In-depth 
discussions were held with three women: Respondent 1 from Thannekumbura; 
Respondent 2 from Thalathuoya; and Respondent 3 representing the Katugasthota area. 
These three women have been continuously awarded for the best performances in 
Central Province, and all expressed clear satisfaction with the support provided by the 
company. Respondent 1 mentioned:  
I started in 2006 with just LKR 2500 in my hand and today I am achieving 
a target of more than two million of sales annually. The support Unilever 
Company is giving is immense; they understand us, monitor us, train us. 
This observation is supported by Rahman et al. (2015), who found that the training 
facilities provided by large organisations aid developing competencies of BOP 
entrepreneurs, helping them in achieving a competitive advantage in their businesses. 
Research in BOP suggests that consumers in this market are keen to accomplish their 
life aspirations, especially towards achieving extrinsic aspirations which lead to 
hedonic well-being (Gupta & Srivastav 2016). Respondent 3, during her discussion, 
stated:  
Many things in my home are the gifts received from Unilever Company and 
last time I got a voucher from Swranamahal and got some jewellery ready 
for my daughter’s wedding.  
  58 
We observed that the company, as a key participant in this relationship, plays a 
successful role in providing self-assurance for these rural women to be competent 
entrepreneurs, and thereby to be symbols of contented BOP entrepreneurs in the BOP 
society. Confirming our observation, Respondent 2, at the end of a discussion about the 
company’s help for them, mentioned: “We love this company and are proud to work 
with them.” 
4.4.1 The fragmented relationship 
It is a known fact that small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in a country need wide-
ranging sustenance from government to position themselves as successful businesses 
(Kusumawardhani, Amy & Maksum 2015; Jahanshahi et al. 2011). Government 
interventions to enhance SMEs include education and training and providing them with 
social recognition, financial support, and policy and legal infrastructure (Hernandez 
2010). Nevertheless, BOP entrepreneurs sometimes find difficulties in obtaining 
support from local government for their businesses; hence, they face poverty penalties 
in obtaining financial support when they need it, due to the reluctance of private 
financial institutions to provide credit facilities for low-income earners. 
In the present case of the Unilever Saubhagya project, participants were questioned 
about the support from government for these rural women in enhancing their 
businesses. They had had little faith in receiving assistance from government. 
Respondent 3, in her first statement about help from local government, mentioned: “I 
don’t think from the side of the government I am not sure whether they know about this 
project either.” Adding her experience about training facilities provided by 
government, Respondent 1 said: 
I think the help for the micro businesses from government in Sri Lanka is 
at a minimal level. Let me give you an example. There was a training 
program offered by the national enterprise development authority. It was 
for the entrepreneurs who do small businesses. In the day of training 
everyone had to introduce what they do as business and when I got up and 
said that I do work in collaboration with Unilever Sri Lanka, many were 
looking amazed and the officer said that, it is a multi-national company? I 
was helpless there; I know it is a multi-national company. But why can’t I 
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work with them if they help me for my business? Then I was thrown out of 
the training program. I didn’t get the chance to enter into the second day 
of the program; my name was not there in the list. 
This is identified as one point where a fragmented relationship between stakeholders 
occurs within the BOP framework. The corporation and the BOP entrepreneur clearly 
relish having an effective relationship, while government appears to be playing a 
marginal role in improving this affiliation for more operational results to enrich 
standards of living via entrepreneurship. Moreover, based on our observations it is 
suggested here that the government should be more focused on providing financial 
facilities for micro entrepreneurs through regulation of the microfinance industry in the 
country, to eliminate the negative attitude of micro entrepreneurs towards aid from the 
government. For instance, Respondent 2 stated: 
I don’t expect more from government other than the initial loan provided 
to start the business through the ‘Samurdhi’ program, it is also a common 
loan for any business, not particularly for this project. So, I don’t expect 
anything from government, nor do I think they will help us. 
4.4.2 Microfinancing and the poverty penalty 
The role of government is transcendent in the BOP framework. Referring to the case 
discussed above, if micro entrepreneurs obtain help from large business organisations 
for their micro enterprises, what they expect from government is mainly the 
microfinancing facilities to invest in their commercial enterprises. The Sri Lankan 
microfinance sector is served by many institutions, including cooperative rural banks, 
credit cooperative societies such as Sanasa societies, Samurdhi bank societies, NGO 
microfinance institutions, licensed banks and other specialised financial institutions, 
which altogether amounts to nearly 14,000 (recognised) microfinance service providers 
in the island (GTZ ProMiS 2010). 
Throughout the discussions with the BOP entrepreneurs, it was seen that the most 
desired assistance is for financial support. Thus, in-depth interviews were conducted 
with two bank managers who provide microfinancing resources to rural and urban poor 
communities. Moreover, these discussions with the bank managers built upon findings 
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from those conducted with the 15 BOP consumers selected in Central Province. During 
the discussions with microfinance service providers, they were asked about their 
attitude towards providing financial resources for the low-end market and views on 
helping the poor community in Sri Lanka. Both managers had the same idea: that there 
is a high risk for financial service providers when operating in the low-income market, 
with one of them stating: 
We have a high risk in loan recovery because most customers are low-
income earners and they tend to go for multiple borrowing, they take loans 
from Samurdhi, obtain pawning facilities with the jewelleries they have, 
and if not sufficient they go for private lenders. This makes high borrower 
turnover and records high default risk. 
Tilakaratna and Hulme (2015) also point out that there has been an increase in multiple 
borrowing in the microfinance sector in Sri Lanka; hence, institutions in the sector have 
experienced a high borrower turnover and weak financial performance. 
The lack of financial resources of BOP consumers leads to them obtaining multiple 
credit from different financial institutions. This was confirmed through our discussion 
with the BOP consumers, one of whom mentioned:  
The prices of the products and services are too high that we can’t live 
without credit, all jewelleries are under pawning, and monthly needs are 
taken on credit basis and then settled at the end of month.”  
Furthermore, there was clear evidence that a poverty penalty exists in the low-end 
financial market: “For emergencies, I have taken a loan from a personal lender who 
charged 20% of interest which is very difficult to pay back”, was mentioned by one 
BOP consumer. Carbo et al. (2005) declared that high interest rates in the microfinance 
industry can be considered as a poverty penalty, as most of the borrowers are financially 
barred. Prahalad and Hart (2002) also claim that Indian moneylenders charge daily 
interest rates above 20%. Informal housing transactions in Morocco likewise confirm 
that the poor are charged a higher interest rate than the normal market rate (Driouchi & 
Mertou 2012). From the side of the financial institutions, they argue for the high interest 
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rate, providing reasons such as high risk of credit, high fixed cost and high financial 
cost (Fernando 2006). 
The intervention of the government thus becomes vital when a poverty penalty operates 
in the microfinance industry. However, in Sri Lanka, while the state-related financial 
institutions are regulated by government institutions and regulations, there are many 
institutions that don’t come under any bylaw. “In Sri Lanka there is no standardisation 
for microfinance institutions, so in most cases poor pay more due to high financial risk 
for the companies”, was mentioned by one manager in our discussion. Moreover, there 
are a large number of NGO-related microfinance institutions that are completely 
unsupervised and whose microfinance activities are not governed by specific 
regulations (GTZ ProMiS 2010). 
Although BOP consumers have been subject to a poverty penalty, they still have their 
aspirations, and their consumption is driven by these desires (Gupta & Srivastav 2016). 
Stating that the barrier to their aspirations is limited income, one of the interview 
participants said: “I always prefer improving my living status, but the low income 
doesn’t support me for the expectations I have.” Furthermore, discussions confirmed 
the BOP characteristics presented by Prahalad (2005), that these consumers are brand 
conscious and value conscious in their consumption decisions: “I have a limited 
income, so I am always very conscious about what I am buying but used to choose well-
known brands as it guarantees high quality products for me.” This provides a positive 
indication for companies operating in the BOP market in Sri Lanka that there remains 
a potential to grasp in this market even though these consumers have a limited income. 
4.5  Conclusion 
The BOP approach, which is considered to be a ‘fortune’, involves identifying and 
creating opportunities and mutual value co-creation at the bottom financial level of 
society (London & Anupindi 2011). However, these mutual operations require multiple 
players to correspondingly benefit from this fortune, which is presented as a framework 
by Prahalad (2005). This study examined the stakeholder relationships in a BOP 
framework using Unilever’s Saubhagya program as a case study, which is a project 
aimed at enhancing the livelihoods of rural women through providing entrepreneurship 
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opportunities to act as product distribution agents on behalf of the company. Though 
this business model perfectly fits BOP concepts suggested by researchers, our attempt 
through this study was to illustrate how a successful business model in BOP markets 
requires sharing a common agenda to alleviate poverty. The involvement of different 
participants, including company, consumer, entrepreneur and government 
microfinance sector, were explored to illustrate where issues arose and to show what 
made the business model a success. 
Entrepreneurship on a large scale is a key for poverty alleviation in the framework 
proposed by Prahalad (2005). However, this requires all players in the model to be 
working together for the co-creation process. While private companies see this market 
as an opportunity and BOP entrepreneurs engage in business, the government role 
becomes significant to reinforce these relationships. Micro enterprises play an 
important role in the economic development of a country. This becomes especially 
crucial in a developing country, hence favourable tax policies and opportunity for 
training and development by the government can enhance the performance of these 
small businesses. Moreover, the government should have clear standardisation for the 
microfinance sector in Sri Lanka to avoid the poverty penalty and to let entrepreneurs 
rise while facilitating BOP consumers’ enjoyment of products and services prevailing 
in the market, which will enhance their well-being. 
The private companies in this framework should have a positive attitude towards 
alleviating poverty rather than just limiting their engagement to corporate social 
responsibility activities when helping society. Providing entrepreneurs with business 
and employment opportunities will be helpful for deprived consumers to achieve their 
aspirations. Through business activities in the BOP market, companies provide brand 
conscious and value conscious BOP consumers an opening to enjoy similar products 
and services as those used at the middle and top of the pyramid of consumers. 
It is concluded that there are market opportunities for large companies in the Sri Lankan 
BOP market. However, there are challenging conditions in the current situation in 
implementing a successful BOP framework for poverty alleviation. The key for 
effective BOP practice is to have a clear relationship among the stakeholders in the 
framework. In Sri Lanka, the government should have more intervention in this co-
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creation model, as private companies engage in the BOP market. BOP consumers, on 
the other hand, should have a positive attitude towards managing their resources with 
reduced wastage, to get the best out of this relationship and to enhance their economic 
and social status. 
4.6  Implications, limitations and further research 
Implications for marketing practitioners appearing from this study are mostly centred 
on the opportunities available in the BOP market in Sri Lanka. The selected case study 
demonstrates the success factors and issues faced during the implementation of a 
business model in the BOP market in Sri Lanka. This implies information for new 
entrants to the BOP market and raises possible issues for existing players. The study 
provides a good example for micro entrepreneurs in Sri Lanka by exemplifying the 
motivation and self-achievement of rural women to become successful entrepreneurs. 
Further, the study discusses concerns that a micro entrepreneur may face, especially for 
microfinance limitations, which signals new and existing micro entrepreneurs in Sri 
Lanka. Further, various stakeholders’ involvement emphasises the need for active 
intervention of government to encourage BOP entrepreneurs and to standardise the 
microfinance industry to avoid the poverty penalty. 
The underlying research approach and the limited number of in-depth interviews limits 
generalisation of the study across different industries and different geographical 
regions. However, the study provides a basis for further research in the BOP consumer 
market in Sri Lanka, especially on consumer attributes, attitudes and behaviours which 
vary across geographical contexts. 
4.7  Summary 
The objective of this phase of the study was to explore how an effective relationship  
helps achieving shared benefits among the stakeholders at the BOP level. While the 
findings emphasise the role of government as a stakeholder, the primary relationship 
between the company and consumer remains core in this business model. Through the 
first two phases of this research, a company perspective on BOP markets was examined. 
Chapters 5 and 6 will examine the consumer perspectives of BOP markets in Sri Lanka, 
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using a visual study and a survey study conducted among BOP consumers. The final 
chapter of the thesis includes a discussion reconciling both perspectives of BOP 
markets in Sri Lanka. 
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5. 
PHASE III – VISUAL STUDY 
Perceptions, impoverishment and deprivation: 
A visual exposition of life in the BOP community 
Abstract 
The majority of qualitative studies on the bottom of pyramid (BOP) market use case 
study illustrations to support their arguments, although the ‘why’ aspect of most of the 
deeper sides of life of a BOP consumer remains obscure. This study uncovers some 
embedded facets that influence the lives and deprivation of BOP consumers using 
photographs as a visual research method. Visual research methods provide evidence to 
expose and express deeper traits of lives which cannot be accomplished through other 
research methods. The findings of this chapter reveal that perceptions of BOP 
consumers influence their choice of job, as well as religious syncretism and alcoholism, 
which are the key significant aspects of poverty. BOP consumers’ fatalistic views on 
life in one way provide a reason for them to justify their poverty, and in another way it 
act as a barrier to consumption. An unstandardised microfinance industry and natural 
disasters act as external factors for refining impoverishment. Among other qualitative 
studies, this phase of the research stands out for its originality by conveying some 
deeper aspects of the consumption and impoverishment of BOP consumers using a 
visual exposition. 
Key words:  bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market, visual research, poverty, 
perception, alcoholism 
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5.1  Introduction 
Diverging from other studies on the bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market, this phase 
of the research draws on visual memories of insights gathered throughout a period spent 
in the BOP consumer market of Sri Lanka during December 2016 and January 2017. 
The context of the study was the BOP population in Sri Lanka, defined as consumers 
who make less than US$2 per day, estimated to be 16.1 million people (Hammond et 
al. 2007). This represents a considerable proportion of the world’s BOP population and 
an important segment to analyse. The photographs presented in this study were captured 
along with a quantitative survey conducted in search of resource integration strategies 
employed by the BOP population in Sri Lanka, and the photos embedded with the 
information gathered during the course of informal discussions with respondents yield 
insights which we believe are not captured adequately in a standardised survey. The 
purpose of this section of this thesis is to report on these observations and uncover the 
influential factors that shape the life and consumption of a BOP consumer. 
The BOP market in Sri Lanka is under-researched. We were able to identify only four 
studies on this topic published in the last 10 years. The majority of these studies used 
survey-based quantitative methodologies while focusing on a market-based view of the 
BOP segment, viewing the BOP as consumers with a capacity to spend. The market-
based perspective of BOP assumes serving this market is economically viable for large 
business organisations. For instance, Jebarajakirthy and Thaichon (2016) studied the 
opportunity for microcredit marketing through a large questionnaire survey of 1250 
war-affected youth from northern Sri Lanka and concluded that there was a significant 
intention among the youth to obtain microcredit as a result of emotional impulse 
purchase behaviour. Similarly, Sivapragasam, Agureo and Silva (2011) estimated the 
potential of mobile phone remittances using a survey of more than 1500 BOP 
consumers in South Asian countries, including 210 consumers from Sri Lanka, and 
reported that the awareness and use of mobile remittance services among the BOP 
population was relatively low in the selected South Asian countries for the study. The 
potential for BOP market studies in Sri Lanka is highlighted by Elyadi and Harrison 
(2010), who investigated the strategic choice of large firms to participate in the 
subsistence marketplace. Analysing the case of two banks that provide financial 
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services to impoverished consumers in Sri Lanka, they conclude that the motivation 
and intent of large firms drives the strategy of poverty alleviation in BOP markets.  
Our opinion diverges from the market-based view of BOP in that we focus on 
describing what constricts/limits the consumption of BOP consumers. Furthermore, we 
examine more deeply the lives of these poorer people beyond the capacity of a survey, 
which reports numeric findings rather than the psychosocial factors that influence these 
consumers’ lives. We describe some important facets noted by BOP critic Karnani 
(2009a), such as alcoholism and its influence on poverty, and cultural and social 
specifics that result in socioeconomic vulnerability. We also uncover, reveal and 
convey deeper aspects of the issues relating to youth unemployment, women’s 
workforce participation, religious syncretism, and government policies relating to 
microcredit and disaster management. Accordingly, we start with presenting the 
theoretical underpinning of the BOP market, followed by a description of the photo 
essay methodology used in the research to illustrate our findings with select 
photographs. The chapter ends with conclusions and recommendations for marketing 
practitioners, policy-makers and theorists. 
5.2  Theoretical background 
The uniqueness of the BOP consumer group is one place where marketing researchers 
can focus on people’s attitudes towards aspiration (Gupta & Srivastav 2016), 
conspicuous consumption (Amaldoss & Jain 2005) and creative consumption 
(Beninger & Robson 2014), to mention a few. Much research has already been 
published on developing strategies for marketing to the BOP consumer (Chikweche & 
Fletcher 2010, 2013; Chikweche 2013; Ireland 2008; Subrahmanyan & Gomaz 2008). 
This is one of the aspects in BOP research where a researcher considers the BOP market 
as consumers, while other scholars see BOP consumers as entrepreneurs (Rahman et 
al. 2015; Zeromskis & Hsuan 2013; Nakata & Viswanathan 2012). Yet there are many 
underpinning concerns in the lives of the BOP population that influence their 
consumption, their entrepreneurship capabilities, or merely living according to their 
status in society. Some of these issues were pointed out by researchers such as Karnani 
(2009a, 2009b), who argues the so-called fortunes of the BOP group constitute a 
mirage. According to him, the poor lack self-control and spend their incomes on the 
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usual temptations: tobacco, alcohol and entertainment (e.g. weddings, festivals). It 
means there is limited room – if any – for other expenses on health and nutrition 
(Banerjee & Duflo 2007). 
There are visible problems encountered by BOP consumers in Sri Lanka. Baklien and 
Samarasinghe (2004) in their study on alcoholism and poverty in Sri Lanka described 
the economic and social consequences of alcoholism among the poor, apart from the 
direct financial cost that limits their consumption of other necessities. Moreover, they 
found that domestic violence against women and children is common among BOP 
communities due to men’s abuse of or addiction to alcohol. This causes serious 
problems when BOP community members live as an extended family and where men 
in the family heavily spend their limited income on alcohol. Low literacy also makes 
the poor more vulnerable (Adkins & Ozanne 2005; Viswanathan, Rosa & Harris 2005) 
in their spending habits. Poor education influences their sociocultural environment, 
which simply reinforces their religious beliefs. For this reason, religious syncretism is 
evident among BOP communities in Sri Lanka. Religion influences consumer beliefs 
and attitudes, which in turn shape their consumption behaviours in general (Pettinger, 
Holdsworth & Gerber 2004). 
The income of the poor is based on their employment. Karnani (2011) in his work on 
poverty and employment states that the poor require productive jobs that lead to higher 
income to eradicate poverty. He pointed out three main drivers for reducing poverty 
through employment: (1) generate employment; (2) increase employability; and (3) 
make the labour market more efficient. However, the labour market in Sri Lanka is a 
challenging situation, especially for youth employment (Bowden & Binns 2016) and 
women’s participation in the workforce (Semasinghe 2017). Gunathilaka et al. (2010) 
discuss some major issues in the youth job market in Sri Lanka and propose two 
interrelated solutions to overcome such problems, namely, education and training. They 
point out that a skill-focused job entrant can create more job opportunities for 
themselves. In this chapter, we provide more descriptive illustrations for youth 
employment among BOP consumers. Moreover, based on the sociocultural context in 
the country, there is less participation of women in the labour force in Sri Lanka. The 
participation of women in the job market depends on the time they are given after 
caregiving and housework, which is based on gender norms in this cultural context 
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(Gunatilaka 2013). The woman’s role becomes crucial in a poor extended family as a 
caregiver of children and elderly parents and grandparents. On the other hand, her 
participation in the job market may enhance the family income. 
Going beyond the issues in employment and job markets, we were interested to 
illustrate other issues in BOP markets in Sri Lanka that act as barriers to consumption. 
Poverty as a penalty is a matter that was pointed out by Carbo, Gardener and Molyneux 
(2005), and is described in detail in this chapter. Moreover, the impact of natural 
disasters on poverty (Rush 2013) has been highlighted by researchers and is illustrated 
in our study. 
5.3  Photo essay as a visual research method 
Rose (2014, p. 25) defined visual research methods as “methods which use visual 
materials of some kind as part of the process of generating evidence in order to explore 
research questions”. He outlined three key strengths of visual research methods. First, 
they are effective in generating evidence which other methods such as interviews and 
surveys cannot. Second, they can uncover, expose and express deeper traits of lives. 
Third, the method is accepted as a collaborative approach which empowers research 
participants. For the purposes of this research, our study describes the ‘why’ aspect for 
most of the deeper aspects of life of a BOP community member, which most research 
in this vein has not covered. There is considerable support for this methodology in many 
studies that have been conducted using photographs as a visual research tool (Holbrook 
2006; Hay & Joel 2007; Close 2007). Visual research has usually been used in 
disciplines of visual sociology and visual anthropology, however; recently, it has 
gained acceptance in a variety of social science disciplines including psychology, 
business and health studies (Pink, 2004). Photography and video as visual displays can 
be combined into qualitative research projects in many ways including: analysing 
current photographs or videos, producing new photographs or videos or capture 
photographs or videos during the participant interviewing or observation. In addition, 
photo essays depend on the ability of photographs to powerfully convey information 
on social and cultural lives, which cannot be explained through texts alone (Wagner 
2007). In this analysis, we choose photographs to explain the “real, flesh and blood 
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life” (Becker 2002, p. 11) of a BOP consumer and how this influences that person’s 
consumption patterns. 
In the next section, we discuss several aspects of life and consumption identified 
through our discussions with BOP consumers in Sri Lanka. 
5.4  Discussion 
5.4.1 Job that runs on the dream vehicle 
When a person walks along in a street in Sri Lanka, a generally visible mode of transport 
is the three-wheeled vehicle, built as such to be able to manoeuvre with ease on 
congested and poor-quality roads. There are varying regional terms used for three-
wheelers in Sri Lanka; for example, Tuk-Tuk, Trishaw, Auto, Rickshaw, Bajaj or 
Three-Wheeler. Due to its affordability and convenience, the three-wheeler is the most 
preferred means of transportation in Sri Lanka, especially amongst low and middle-
income earners. There are more than one million three-wheel vehicles in Sri Lanka. 
Their popularity stems from the unavailability of public transport in the late hours, 
infrequent public transport in rural areas and affordability for small business owners 
and households. 
The picture in Figure 5.1 was taken in Mahaiyawa, an urban area near Kandy, a major 
city in Central Province of Sri Lanka, where most of the urban BOP population lives. 
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Figure 5.1: An urban BOP residential area 
Almost all families living in this area own a three-wheeler, which has resulted in three 
to four ‘three-wheeler parks’ being located in the surrounding area. A three-wheeler 
park is a place where people park their three-wheelers and wait for customers. Hiring 
may involve only short distances within the city, or sometimes longer distances with 
trips lasting an hour or more. Over 90% of three-wheeler drivers are men, most of whom 
are very young, having just left school. Hanging around in the three-wheeler park with 
their friends until someone hires the three-wheeler provides them with an escape or 
time for social activities such as smoking, gossiping, flirting with girls and so on. This 
results in youth being less motivated to pursue other skills-based careers where they 
could potentially earn higher incomes. The BOP families we spoke to had two means 
of purchasing a three-wheeler. Most three-wheelers are purchased under a loan facility, 
with more than 80% under leasing loans and the remainder using other modes of 
financial sources, such as personal loans from family and friends. For some, providing 
hiring facilities of a three-wheeler is the main source of income to pay for the lease or 
loan and to cover living expenses. The three-wheeler is also used as a family vehicle 
when required, for instance for dropping children off at school. Well-off families within 
the segment purchase a three-wheeler to rent it out to community members in return for 
a certain percentage of their daily hiring income. In this scenario, they earn an 
additional income apart from their main income source as well as gain respectability in 
the community for providing a job opportunity to another community member. 
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Informal discussions with three-wheeler drivers revealed that, for the majority of them, 
the three-wheeler is more than a means of earning a livelihood. It is also a part of their 
identity and attainment of a lifelong dream. It is not conceivable for the lower and even 
the middle-income groups in Sri Lanka to own a motor vehicle, and the three-wheeler 
has become the only option for their desire to have their own motorised, albeit three-
wheeled, vehicle. In the survey conducted in search of information on their resources, 
we included a question for the respondents to state their next immediately desired 
material resource. Nearly all those who did not own a three-wheeler mentioned the 
purchase of one as their most sought-after material possession. It symbolised a major 
achievement in their lives. Subsequently, the three-wheeler has become the ‘dream 
vehicle’ for the BOP community in Sri Lanka. The number of registered three wheelers 
has increased by 372,740 from 2012 to 2017; in 2018 this number surpassed the 1 
million mark (Silva and Arunathilake, 2019). 
The ownership of a three-wheeler, however, is not without its problems. One major 
challenge is that it severely limits the aspirations of new entrants to the job market, 
restricting and even trapping them into a life of a low paid three-wheeler driver. This 
socially accepted route of making a living hampers young people’s aspiration to get 
into skills-based occupations and improve their position in life. The photograph in 
Figure 5.2 depicts a random three-wheeler that I hired from Katugasthota to Kandy. 
During the trip, I spoke to ‘Sanath’, the 19-year-old three-wheeler driver, about his 
family and job. Although Sanath was doing well academically, he had dropped out of 
high school, rather reluctantly, on completion of his Grade 11 exam because of the 
financial difficulties faced by his family. Being the eldest son in the family, he felt 
obligated to step up and get into the job market to support his family. Given his lack of 
sellable job market skills, the three-wheeler seemed to be a logical and the only choice. 
He drives a three-wheeler that is owned by another person, and works from 8 am to 
12 midnight, an average of 16 hours per day, seven days a week. In spite of the hours 
he puts in, the amount Sanath earns is barely sufficient to provide for his family of two 
younger brothers, still in school, and his widowed mother. Despite this, he took pride 
in his new-found profession, which is inherently fun and gives him a social identity. 
This is a typical outcome for the large number of unregulated three-wheelers in Sri 
Lanka, yet it is one that has depressed the wages of young job entrants in the market. 
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Figure 5.2: A 19-year-old three-wheeler driver 
The government in Sri Lanka recently decided to impose a minimum age limit of 35 in 
issuing driving licenses to three-wheeler drivers, to curtail the increasing amount of 
road accidents caused by these vehicles. The recorded number of three-wheeler 
accidents during 2016 was 405, with 372 critical accidents causing death (Ministry of 
Transport and Civil Aviation 2016). However, due to a widespread protest from BOP 
citizen groups, the age limit was reduced to 25 for commercial use of rickshaws and 
applying for a licence was set at 18 years for personal use. This however did little to 
help with the road toll, as records show that those between 21 and 30 years of age were 
responsible for the majority of three-wheeler accidents. 
There are many reasons for youths to enter the job market as a three-wheeler driver. At 
the BOP level, although parents wish their children to be educated, my discussions with 
a few young three-wheeler drivers revealed their attitude that, although they are high 
school educated, they cannot find a job in the market. Therefore, the easiest path is to 
work as a three-wheel driver: “Who gives us job?”, “we never get any government job” 
and “The amount I earn from this is merely sufficient for my living, what else can I do 
to earn that?” These were some the statements I heard from these young drivers. The 
education system in Sri Lanka provides a minimum opportunity for skill improvement, 
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focusing more on knowledge development. This limits the creation of job-ready youth 
at the end of their school education. Sri Lanka has a free education system but has only 
limited opportunities for higher education; only 17% of students are allowed to enter 
universities, though 79% of students are eligible for higher education (University 
Statistics – Sri Lanka 2016). Families on average incomes try to send their children to 
private universities while moderately high-income families send them overseas to 
pursue higher education opportunities. Typically, low-income earners give up their 
higher education dreams and enter the job market. This is the reason behind BOP 
children giving up their school education after Grade 11 or 12 because of financial 
difficulties. The need for a government policy change is important if the poor are to 
have more opportunities to be job ready after school education. For example, providing 
these youth with short-term vocational training should be considered. A more robust 
view of the education system will be helpful for a long-term solution to the problem, 
while providing more opportunities for disadvantaged families. 
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5.4.2 Belief in astrology and religious syncretism 
 
Figure 5.3: A women who owns a ‘Devala’ (Deity Shrine or Fane) in Baddegama, a rural 
village 
Religion and a belief in astrology are two of the most powerful sociocultural factors 
that influence the consumption patterns of BOP consumers. The picture shown in 
Figure 5.3 was taken during our visits to the BOP community in the island’s Southern 
Province. This is a Devala or Deity Shrine, managed by the blind woman shown in the 
picture, in Baddegama. She believes that she has been blessed with supernatural powers 
and works as a spiritual healer and fortune teller. The most common reasons why people 
visit these sorts of places include illness, loss of assets, or dispute with a spouse. There 
was another woman in the village, included in our survey, who helped to manage this 
place when people arrived with money or other forms of compensation such as 
groceries and fruits. The shrine, as seen in the photograph, contained portraits of gods 
and goddesses such as the Natha god, Katharagama god, Vishnu god, Sumana saman 
god, Dadimunda god, Lakshmi goddess, Saraswathi goddess and Paththini goddess, 
and many more. Conversations with these two women revealed that visitors to their 
shrine are villagers from surrounding areas, and they have operated this place for many 
years. Baddegama is a rural area where many BOP communities live. This leads to the 
idea of the perceptions of the BOP community in terms of people’s religious beliefs. 
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Sri Lanka is a multicultural and a multi-religious country, where the main religions are 
Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity. Apart from these main religions, there 
are many other beliefs in gods and goddesses; hence there is a high level of religious 
syncretism, especially among those having low literacy and education levels. 
Community members sometimes choose to avoid certain products such as meat, fish 
and eggs based on their religious beliefs. For instance, the women shown in the shrine 
above explained to us how the visitors there do a ‘Bara’, a kind of an agreement or deal 
with the gods. This is done by using a twisted coin in a white cloth and tying that to the 
shrine or near a tree. This special coin is called a ‘Padura’. Once they enter this 
agreement with the gods, they sometimes avoid certain foods for an agreed period of 
time. In addition, they strongly believe that they have to keep their promise with the 
gods until the gods help them; if not, the gods bring punishment to them. 
Some people have a similar belief in astrology, which even influences the time they go 
to work. According to astrological beliefs, there are particularly good times to do 
certain things. For instance, there is an auspicious time to place the first brick of a house 
being built, to read a first letter by a child around the age of two, to leave the house for 
a new job and so on. It is widespread in Sri Lanka for politicians to use astrologers’ 
advice in their engagements. In a marriage, astrology plays a key role, as the decision 
to marry a couple is decided by matching the compatibility of their horoscopes by 
parents. If the match reaches a high percentage, the parents believe that the couple will 
have a successful married life, especially in arranged marriages. The horoscope is 
written based on the position of the stars and planets, calculated for the precise time of 
birth: as such, the success of the marriage is considered to be written in the stars. The 
astrology/religious syncretism that is evident among the BOP population drives them 
to be fatalistic, and this is one of the causes of sustained poverty as described by Halik 
and Webley (2011) in their study on understanding poverty. They summarised the 
reasons for people who are poor to be fatalistic, such as belief in fate or misfortune, 
illness, family break-up, born in a poor family and poverty passed down the 
generations. 
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5.4.3 Alcoholism and poverty 
Exploring the lives of BOP consumers has given us another significant topic of 
conversation – that of alcohol consumption in the community. The picture in Figure 5.4 
was taken in Yatiwawala, located near Katugasthota town in Central Province. This 
shows another aspect of consumption in the BOP market. The per capita alcohol 
consumption in Sri Lanka is five times higher than in Europe according to a report by 
the National Authority on Tobacco and Alcohol (NATA) on alcoholism in Sri Lanka. 
The report found high incidence of alcohol abuse in the BOP segment. A survey 
conducted by NATA (2015) shows that 34.8% of Sri Lankan males consume alcohol, 
and this sits alongside the serious health and social consequences arising from liquor 
consumption. The frequency among females is only 0.5%; this mostly includes tea 
estate workers. 
 
Figure 5.4: A wine store near Katugasthota town 
Solid connections confirm alcohol’s influence in creating and exacerbating poverty, as 
demonstrated in well-researched empirical studies (Baklien & Samarasinghe 2004). We 
witnessed a high level of alcohol availability through small retail outlets (such as 
pictured in Figure 5.4) throughout cities and towns, but more so in the BOP population 
locality. Alcohol consumption among BOP communities is at a level where the impact 
is not just in terms of the amount of money spent, but also in terms of the health, 
education and well-being of families and the wider society. During discussion of the 
survey among the BOP families, some respondents opened up about their addiction to 
alcohol and its effect on their family. A considerable portion of their daily income was 
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spent on liquor consumption by the men in the household. Most often they chose arrack 
or kasippu, a locally brewed alcoholic drink, and sometimes toddy when they could not 
afford arrack. In contrast to the religious syncretism observed in the population, and 
the prevalence of associated taboos with alcohol consumption, alcohol seemed to play 
a big part in the social fabric of this segment of the population. The reasons given for 
binge drinking varied, from drinking for leisure, drinking with friends, for tiredness, 
for sleeplessness, for happiness and sorrow, for heat or cold, for laziness or courage, 
and sometimes for no reason at all. Many occasions have become a justification for 
using alcohol in poor communities. For instance, in rural areas alcohol is used during 
harvesting events in paddy fields or for celebrations when young girls reach menarche. 
It is no wonder that alcohol is used in funerals or sometimes during religious activities 
such as alms giving. In all, alcohol has become one of the major concerns for many 
social and economic issues that affect the poor community in Sri Lanka. 
The research report, Alcohol and Poverty in Sri Lanka, by Baklien and Samarasinghe 
(2004) summarises the economic and social impacts of using alcohol. The authors 
observe that the reported economic impact of alcohol on the limit it puts on the amount 
of money allocated for other daily necessities grossly underestimates the hidden cost 
associated with alcoholism in economic studies on Sri Lanka. The report argues there 
is both a recognisable and unrecognisable cost associated with alcohol, which keeps the 
poor in a state of being ‘collectively poor’. There are many other consequences of using 
alcohol that harm BOP populations. Its impacts on the general health and well-being of 
people are immense. Alcohol-related diseases such as cirrhosis are very common in Sri 
Lanka, and there are many other health issues resulting from excessive alcohol usage 
recorded annually. Rising numbers of traffic accidents, violence, in particular against 
women and children, and suicides are some of the other, most visible problems 
associated with alcohol consumption. 
5.4.4 Banks, financial institutions and personal lenders with high interest rates 
The next two photographs (figures 5.5 and 5.6) were taken on our journey of searching 
urban BOP populations in Central Province. These two businesses operate in the 
Mahayiyawa area near Kandy and are managed by two BOP consumers. The small shop 
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shown in Figure 5.5 is owned by Kapila, a small business owner of a communication 
services shop run from his home. 
 
Figure 5.5: A shop that provides telecommunication facilities 
During our survey in the area, Kapila helped us find the families who belong to the 
BOP market, as he personally knew almost everyone in the area. His shop carried 
mobile phone recharge cards and DVDs and offered photocopying and coin-operated 
land phone services. Similarly, the child shown in Figure 5.6 was helping his mother to 
run her evening street food stall. His mother worked in a factory during the day and 
operated this small stall in the evening until 8 pm. The child helped his mother with 
chores, as she prepared local fried delicacies to sell in the stall.  
Through the discussion with these two small business owners, we realised that the most 
common problem for them was financing their business. For instance, the street food 
shop owner, Kamala, had taken a high interest loan from a local loan shark that she had 
to settle daily. Carbo et al. (2005) observed that this common practice of small 
businesses taking high interest loans from the microfinance industry can be considered 
a poverty penalty, as most of the borrowers are financially barred by official lenders. 
The shopkeepers were wary of the local money lender in the area known as ‘Polee 
mudalali’, who visited the area in the evening with his two thugs to collect money from 
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the loan takers. Although the situation is unpleasant, the shopkeepers still believe that 
the only option for them to have a loan is from Polee mudalali, for the following 
reasons: “none of the banks give us money, because we don’t have any security to 
show”, “we don’t have a secured income to receive a loan from a bank” and “I have 
taken pawning loans from three banks with my jewellery to settle the loan with pole 
mudalali”. These were some of the statements made by these two small business 
owners. They sometimes took a loan to settle another loan, ending up with multiple 
borrowings. Tilakaratna and Hulme (2015) point out that there has been an increase in 
multiple borrowing in the microfinance sector in Sri Lanka; hence, institutions in the 
sector have experienced a high borrower turnover and weak financial performance. 
 
Figure 5.6: A street food shop 
The Sri Lankan microfinance sector is served by many institutions, including 
cooperative rural banks, credit cooperative societies such as Sanasa societies, Samurdhi 
bank societies, NGO microfinance institutions, licensed banks and other specialised 
finance institutions. Altogether there are nearly 14,000 (recognised) microfinance 
service providers on the island. Moreover, there are a large number of NGO-related 
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microfinance institutions which are completely unsupervised and whose microfinance 
activities are not governed by specific regulations (GTZ ProMiS 2010). Poor 
standardisation of the microfinance industry creates and exacerbates the poverty 
penalty that impacts on the lives of BOP consumers. Multiple borrowing simply 
worsens the problem; consequently, this shows the need for government intervention 
to avoid discrimination against the poor who are at the mercy of the microfinance 
industry. 
5.4.5 Destruction associated with nature or natural resources 
 
Figure 5.7: A widowed woman whose husband was killed by an elephant 
The picture in Figure 5.7 was taken during our visits to BOP households in the 
Welikanda area, 256 km north of Colombo. Unlike urban BOP communities, who 
survive on their daily income from a job, rural BOPs live off the land and face a 
different set of challenges with their dependence on nature and natural resources. They 
are mainly engaged in farming and related activities and have to contend with 
associated risks from natural hazards. The widowed woman shown in the photograph 
above, Sumana, lost her husband in an elephant attack a few years back. Her house was 
damaged in the attack, but with the loss of her husband, she struggles to make a living 
and has no resources to repair her damaged house. Elephant attacks on people are a 
problem in remote areas in Sri Lanka, with elephants killing 150–200 people annually 
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(Bruno 2015). However, natural resources for the rural BOP population are closely 
linked to their livelihoods, as a majority of the community work in agricultural 
activities. There are different seasons for planting and harvesting, and rainfall in 
expected periods is a crucial factor for agriculture. Similarly, recent natural disasters 
have had a profound effect in deepening poverty levels in Sri Lanka. This particular 
area is still recovering from this year’s monsoon season, which saw floods and 
landslides disrupt the lives of half a million people in seven districts on the island. 
According to Rush (2013), natural disasters contribute to poverty in a number of ways. 
There is the immediate loss of income from labour due to deaths and injuries, which 
can become worse if the deceased is the breadwinner of the family. This situation 
creates pressure on other members of the family for their consumption habits or 
accumulation of assets. Another effect of natural disasters that has been discussed by 
many researchers (Berloffa & Modena 2013; Mechler 2009; Narayan 2003) is the 
destruction of assets of the poor. For the poorest households, disasters can influence 
their essential incomes. Many BOP consumers in rural areas are influenced by natural 
resources and affected by natural disasters in many ways. This can also be seen among 
rural poor living illegally on land near rivers and coastal areas that are prone to floods 
and the occasional occurrence of tsunamis. 
We met tsunami victims in the Negambo area who were relocated from the coastal area 
to a rural village after the December 2004 tsunami that killed more than 50,000 people 
and destroyed over 10,000 houses. Lack of proper disaster management processes made 
Sri Lanka totally unprepared for this colossal natural disaster; no warning was given, 
there was a huge loss of life, and there was widespread and long-lasting damage done 
to coastal infrastructure and the environment. The victims we met were an example of 
the difficulties of recovering from the tsunami, more than 10 years after it occurred. 
They had lost their main income source of fishing due to their relocation to a rural area 
mile away from coast. Their houses were provided under a loan scheme in collaboration 
with an NGO and many families are still paying their loans to the NGO. The poor state 
of their houses simply reflects the ineptitude of the recovery policy and makes the lives 
of the poor even harder in the wake of a natural disaster. 
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5.4.6 Unemployed/underemployed female workforce 
 
Figure 5.8: An ice cream saleswoman in the Anuradhapura area 
In search of BOP families in the Anuradhapura area, we met Swarna, a 28-year-old 
woman, who was selling ice creams near a school (Figure 5.8). She completed her 
school education up to Grade 11 and has been doing this business for nearly a year, 
after giving up her own ‘chena’ (shifting agriculture) cultivation. She considers the 
income from her current work to be more secure than her earnings from chena 
cultivation, as the farmers have no assurance of getting a good price for their produce. 
Her current income is not stable either, as demand for ice cream drops in the rainy 
season and she has to supplement this income with temporary commissioned work in a 
factory to cover her earnings. 
While Swarna puts all her effort into finding earnings for the family with her husband 
and three children, who are under grandparents’ care, many other women who could 
work still remain unemployed in the BOP population. The female labour force 
participation in Sri Lanka is recorded to be only 36%, while male participation is over 
75% (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2015). Sri Lanka has the world’s 
seventeenth largest gender gap in terms of labour force participation (Solotaroff, Joseph 
& Kuriakose 2018). We came across many such women during the course of our survey 
who could have actively contributed to the family income and the country’s economy 
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by participating in the labour force. Their explanations for not doing so or being able 
to range from sociocultural norms relating to women working outside the home to lack 
of aspirations. This is consistent with Semasinghe (2017), who cited other reasons for 
not participating in the labour force that varied according to people’s social and cultural 
contexts. Some of the most common causes, as concluded by Semasinghe (2017), are 
involvement in domestic activities such as childcare, food preparation, assisting 
children with their education, and taking care of elderly or disabled persons in the 
family. Other reasons include engagement in studies, high level of income of the family 
where a further income is not needed, unfavourable working conditions, family 
decision, sociocultural norms, low wages, low education, backward attitudes, and lack 
of awareness of available employment opportunities (Semasinghe 2017). 
During our discussion with women in BOP families, it was confirmed that a change in 
attitude is vital to increase their participation in the labour force, apart from a more 
robust national policy. Some of the statements they made were: “Who will take care of 
the kids if we go to work?”, “I prefer a government job”, “Who will give us jobs?”, “I 
had to give up my job after marriage because my husband didn’t like me doing a job” 
and “we being women need to do household work and take care of husband and kids, I 
believe”. In some families, the woman was still unemployed in order to take care of the 
children, although grandparents who could help with childcare were available. Our 
research shows that attitudes play a bigger role than do other causes among BOP 
women who are unemployed or underemployed. 
5.5  Conclusions and implications 
The poor consumer who lives at the bottom of the pyramid or in a subsistence 
marketplace has received increased research attention over the last decade. The main 
aim of these research studies, spanning across disciplines such as management, 
development studies, entrepreneurship and even marketing, is to understand poverty 
and suggest means to alleviate it by improving the life of the BOP consumer. This is 
not an easy task as there are many nuances concerning lifestyle, aspirations and 
constraints of the BOP market that are not captured in the BOP literature. We have tried 
to address this gap by examined several facets that influence the lifestyle and 
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consumption patterns of BOP consumers, through photo essays and discussions with 
the BOP community in Sri Lanka. 
The current research on BOP markets in Sri Lanka is lacking an in-depth description of 
the lives of the consumer. The aspects we focused on in our study were the youth job 
market, perceptual beliefs and attitudes, influence of alcoholism, the poverty penalty, 
the influence of natural disasters and women’s employment. Through our observations 
we showed that perceptions developed within the social cultural background play a 
massive role in shaping consumption for these communities. These people have many 
stars and gods in their lives; hence, religious syncretism influences much of what 
happens for them. A fatalistic view of life in one way provides a reason for them to 
justify their poverty and in another way acts as a barrier to more strategic consumption. 
Food consumption and materialism are factors that can be influenced by this view of 
life. Astrology and religion are used as a justification by the poor to be ‘inherently 
poor’, which limits their aspirations for a better economic and social status. 
Labour market participation is a stark reality that influences the consumption and 
aspirations of BOP consumers. Low participation in the labour force generates low 
income which results in limited consumption and aspirations. Through our observations 
and encounters with BOP consumers, we identified that job entrants in the BOP 
community more often choose the easiest path of being a three-wheeler driver, which 
greatly limits their entrance to skills-based occupations. Social commentators in Sri 
Lanka lament about the youthful energy wasted on waiting for someone to hire their 
three-wheelers to earn their income. These youth must have the motivation to choose 
their own career, based on knowledge and skills acquired through education. However, 
there is big gap between what is taught in schools and even colleges, and the skills 
required by industry to make these young people employable. The knowledge-based 
education in Sri Lanka creates a job market entrant who does not have the skills to do 
practical work. A strategic view of the country’s education policy should be able to 
produce more skills-based job market entrants.  
We also observed that women’s workforce participation is at a minimum for several 
reasons, and these are mainly sociocultural barriers. While from the consumer 
perspective this requires an attitudinal change, from the strategic perspective sound 
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policy measures will encourage higher participation of the female workforce in the 
economy. The sociocultural issues related to women’s low level of participation in the 
workforce require addressing this problem in the long term in a more prudent manner. 
Besides this, alcoholism is an allied problem that creates and worsens poverty, and 
which requires careful policy change to reduce harmful alcohol consumption in the 
country. People who are poor spend a great portion of their income on alcohol, which 
means they cannot buy necessities for themselves or their families. The influence of 
limited spending on food, nutrition and health creates a problem requiring long-term 
solutions. Nevertheless, any policies that are designed to reduce alcoholism must ensure 
that they result in a positive influence on the poor.  
Natural disasters are another factor that makes the poor more vulnerable. The influence 
of natural disasters in Sri Lanka was immense during the last decade, which saw a large 
number of deaths and physical damage that exists to this day. Consequences of natural 
disasters can be short term (loss of family members, damage to resources) or long term 
(death of the family’s income earners and/or long-lasting mental and physical injuries). 
A well-equipped disaster management policy in Sri Lanka should be implemented to 
minimise the harm done to the poor from natural disasters. In particular, disaster 
management should focus on pre-disaster mechanisms rather than on what is 
implemented after a natural disaster has struck. 
BOP entrepreneurship is highlighted by many researchers as a value creation solution 
to alleviate poverty among the BOP population. In order to motivate small business 
owners, the microfinance industry is a key player in the business system. High interest 
rates and lack of opportunities to make financial facilities available to the poor make 
them more disadvantaged. The poor pay more, and they experience the poverty penalty 
when financing their businesses, as we witnessed in our journey. A sound microfinance 
policy is vital to avoid the poverty penalty and to provide more financial stability to the 
BOP community in Sri Lanka. 
We believe that the causes outlined in this phase of the research that influence poverty 
and consumption in BOP markets are highly contingent on consumer perceptions and 
government intervention. All the causes require a balance between a perceptual 
conversion of the BOP consumer and policy execution by the government to remove 
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many of the barriers to consumption. More capacity to consume is an indicator that the 
impoverished consumer can step up in their economic and social status; hence this is 
helpful in alleviating poverty among BOP communities. 
5.6  Limitations and future research 
This photo essay was written based on informal discussions during a consumer survey 
conducted with the BOP community in Sri Lanka. A limited number of photos may not 
represent the lives of other BOP communities not covered in the study, such as those 
affected by war. Our explanations may not represent the ‘real life’ facts as experienced 
by the respondents of this study. We encourage future analyses to focus more on visual 
research methods in social and cultural marketing research studies. BOP communities 
may also be investigated based on geographical differences or generation cohorts. Some 
of the other possible areas of study in marketing may be consumer acculturation, 
religiosity and consumption. 
5.7  Summary 
Although from the organisational perspective there are opportunities to do business 
while helping poor community members in BOP markets, there are many underlying 
causes that determine the capacity of the consumption of these people. Some of these 
factors are within the limits of consumers’ control, while others remain out of their 
boundaries. Surprisingly, with more than 80% of the BOP population as rural 
consumers, and with all these underlying causes, Sri Lanka still records a higher life 
satisfaction rate compared to other developing Asian countries. This consideration 
leads to the next phase of this study, to analyse how BOP consumers integrate their 
resources for life satisfaction. Chapter 6 of this thesis illustrates the results of this 
analysis with a sector comparison between urban and rural BOP consumers. 
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6. 
PHASE IV – MODELLING STUDY 
Consumer resource integration in the BOP market:  
A comparative study on urban and rural BOP consumers 
Abstract 
Ongoing research on resource integration highlights the central role of resources and 
describes all social and economic actors, including consumers, as resource integrators 
who actively engage in experiences. How consumers integrate their resources is 
particularly important in the bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market, which dwells in a 
limited resource setting. The BOP market is identified as an emerging market consisting 
of consumers who live on basic needs. The objective of this study is to examine how 
BOP consumers integrate resources in achieving their life satisfaction, particularly in 
urban and rural BOP markets. Empirical data were gathered using a consumer survey 
conducted among BOP consumers in Sri Lanka. The results of the study demonstrate 
that consumer resource integration influences the life satisfaction of BOP consumers, 
yet with varying levels in urban and rural sectors. While the most influence is shown 
by the ‘operand’ resources of consumers, low usage of ‘operant’ resources 
demonstrates less utilisation of the skills, competencies and other intangible resources 
in creating value in the BOP market. The study provides implications for marketers to 
identify the types of consumer resources owned by BOP consumers and their usage in 
different sectors. 
Key words:  bottom of the pyramid (BOP) market, consumer resource integration, 
urban BOP, rural BOP, life satisfaction 
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6.1  Introduction 
The evolving marketing paradigm focusing on resource integration is widely 
considered in marketing literature to be a new domain of marketing, representing a shift 
from a goods-dominant perspective to a more service-dominant era. This shift 
emphasises the role of consumers in creating value (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2003; 
Vargo & Lusch 2004) and identifies ‘operand’ and ‘operant’ resources, yet argues that 
the new logic is more focused on operant resources. Arnould, Price and Malshe (2006) 
deﬁne operand resources as the tangible, ﬁnite resources over which consumers have 
allocative abilities. This includes culturally organised economic resources, physical 
items and physical space. Examples of operand resources are income, vouchers and 
credit, as well as dwellings, private transport and various belongings that consumers 
can act on (use) to generate value. Nevertheless, how consumers act on their operand 
resources is inﬂuenced by the ways in which they set out their skills, competencies and 
other resources to produce effects. These are known as operant resources (Vargo & 
Lusch 2004), the often invisible and intangible assets drawn on by consumers to 
produce some effect (Baron & Harris 2008). Arnold, Price and Malshe (2006) 
categorise these operant resources as social (family relationship, consumer 
communities, commercial relationships), cultural (specialised knowledge and skills, 
history, imagination) and physical (energy, emotion, strength). 
Ongoing research in this area has identified consumers as integrators of operant 
resources as they actively engage themselves in experiences. This is after Vargo and 
Lusch (2011), who highlighted the “central role of resources” and described “all social 
and economic actors” as “resource integrators”. According to Barron and Harris (2008, 
p. 115), resource integration refers to “the ability of consumers to employ their 
resources individually, or collectively as co-consumers, to determine and enhance their 
own consumption experiences”. However, little is yet understood about how consumers 
integrate their resources and those of co-consumers in the course of creating value. 
Managing resources becomes more crucial for consumers who live under limited 
resource constraints. In general, low-income earners spend more on food, which results 
in the need to manage the rest of their income for other necessities, for example, 
children’s education, health and hygiene, clothing and entertainment. The present study 
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focuses on the resource integration practices of consumers in BOP markets in urban 
and rural sectors, and analyses how these practices influence life satisfaction. 
Although there are many studies on resource integration in the literature (Baron & 
Warnby 2011; Smith 2013; Piacentini, Hibbert & Hogg 2014), most of these are based 
on resource integration at the organisational level (Edvardsson et al. 2014; Salonen & 
Jaakkola 2015), while there are very few scholarly papers that study resource 
integration from the perspective of consumers, and none from the perspective of BOP 
consumers (Piacentini, Hibbert & Hogg 2014). Thus, the present study first makes an 
effort to address this gap by exploring different types of resources owned by BOP 
consumers and their relative importance in a resource scarce environment. Second, the 
study analyses the relationship between consumer resource integration and life 
satisfaction, using structural equation modelling (SEM). 
The study represents the BOP consumer group in Sri Lanka. According to Hammond 
et al. (2007), this country consists of more than 16 million people who earn less than 
US$3000 per annum in purchase power parity (PPP), which is almost 92% of the total 
population. According to these authors, this population group spends 58% of their 
income on food, 12% on housing and 6% on household goods, the rest remaining for 
all other necessities such as education and health. However, Sri Lanka has a literacy 
rate of 92%, higher than that expected for a third world country: it has the highest 
literacy rate in South Asia and, overall, one of the highest literacy rates in Asia. More 
surprisingly, the country’s population in sectors shows that the rural population 
amounts to 80% of the total population. Further, the life satisfaction index shows a rate 
of 203.3, the second largest value in the South Asian region. In this environment, we 
attempt to investigate the importance of the resource integration practices of BOP 
consumers on their life satisfaction. The next section of this chapter provides the 
theoretical background for the hypotheses derived in the study. The results of the study 
validating these hypotheses are then reported and discussed. The chapter ends with the 
implications of the findings, followed by a conclusion with limitations and future 
research directions. 
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6.2  Theoretical background 
Resource integration is defined as “the process by which customers deploy resources 
as they undertake bundles of activities that create value directly or that will facilitate 
subsequent consumption/use from which they derive value” (Hibbert, Winklhofer & 
Temerak 2012, p. 248). This idea has also been named “interactive value formation” 
(Echeverri & Skalen 2011). The majority of studies on customer experience as well as 
on resource integration are conceptual (Arnould 2008; Hibbert, Winklhofer & Temerak 
2012). The few empirical studies related to resource integration have shown that 
consumers draw on resources of other consumers in situations where they lack personal 
resources themselves (Harris & Baron 2004), while other researchers have categorised 
resources that consumers integrate (Baron & Warnaby 2011). Nevertheless, how 
consumers integrate resources and how consumers experience their resource integration 
is still under-researched. Consequently, empirical investigations of the concepts of 
consumer experience and resource integration have been repeatedly called for and have 
also been established as critical research priorities (Arnould 2008; Baron & Harris 
2008; Hibbert, Winklhofer & Temerak 2012; Kleinaltenkamp et al. 2012; McColl-
Kennedy et al. 2012). 
6.2.1  Types of resources 
The work of Arnould, Price and Malshe (2006) plays an important role in defining 
consumer resources. According to them, resources are of two types, namely operand 
and operant. Operand resources of consumers include all tangible economic resources 
that they possess. This includes material objects that consumers acquire through an 
exchange process in marketing; plus, any object created, found or inherited; the 
physical spaces owned by consumers, such as a house or garden; and economic 
resources that include cash, vouchers and credit obtained. 
Operant resources, on the other hand, act together closely with operand resources to 
serve consumer life projects and goals (Sewell 1992). Consumer stocks of operant 
resources include physical, social and cultural resources (Arnould, Price & Malshe 
2006). Physical resources depend on consumers’ physical capabilities and mental 
endowment. Low amounts of physical resources may influence consumers to adopt 
different types of aspirations. Social operant resources include the network of 
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relationships with different demographic groups (families, social class, ethnic groups) 
and emergent groups (friendship groups, brand communities, consumer subcultures) 
over which consumers experience varying levels of command. 
Cultural operant resources include specialised cultural capital, skills and goals gathered 
through the knowledge of different cultural representations (Arnould, Price & Malshe 
2006). The influence of cultural resources on consumer decision-making may vary not 
only in quantity but also in quality. Fontes and Fan (2006) explored how consumers 
choose products that show status, or products that are easily seen as a symbol of status, 
when the traditional indicators of social status such as wealth and prestige are not 
attainable. Similarly, BOP consumers buy luxury foods occasionally for their children 
irrespective of nutrition, allocate money to festivities beyond their capacity, and also 
spend on cosmetics or negative goods (Subrahmanyan & Gomez-Arias 2008). Related 
findings from Banerjee and Duflo (2007) find that 10% of the budget of BOP 
consumers is spent on festivals and other forms of entertainment. Viswanathan (2007) 
also found that poor Indian families spend on weddings beyond their means, to conform 
with social norms. Thus, we are interested in analysing how aspirational consumption 
influences the resource integration and life satisfaction relationship of a BOP consumer. 
6.2.2  Aspirational consumption 
An aspiration can be simply defined as an ambition or hope of achieving something. 
This may reflect different forms of aspiration, such as aspiration for career and 
educational achievement (Beaman et al. 2012), aspiration in general life structure, 
lifestyle and context (Roberts & Robins 2000), relationship aspiration (Weinstein et al. 
2009) or aspiration for social recognition, financial success and appealing appearance 
(Kasser & Ryan 1996). Previous studies on aspirational consumption report that 
consumers develop aspiration to purchase luxury goods due to their prestige and status, 
perceiving their symbolic content (Amaldoss & Jain 2005). Markus and Nurius (1986) 
show that this belief in aspirations can form an emotional bond for consumers with 
certain goods. In an investigation into aspiration, Winnel (1987) found that individuals’ 
aspirations towards an object forecast their goals in satisfying basic needs of 
relatedness, intimacy, affiliation and commitment to maintain relationships. Research 
distinguishes two types of aspiration: intrinsic aspiration deals with people pursuing 
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goals that satisfy in terms of basic psychological needs such as intimacy, community 
and personal growth; while extrinsic aspirations focus on positive reward or regard 
from others such as money, image or fame, which are externally valued goods (Kasser 
& Ryan 1996). 
There are a considerable number of studies on happiness and life aspirations in the 
research literature. These studies differentiate an individual’s well-being under hedonic 
and eudemonic types, where eudemonic well-being is related to pursuing intrinsic 
aspirations while hedonic well-being is linked to extrinsic aspirations (Ryan & Deci 
2001). Low-income consumers have a greater preference towards pursuing extrinsic 
aspirations to achieve hedonic well-being (Gupta & Srivastav 2016). However, the 
desire to fulfil extrinsic aspirations through varying consumption may not be common 
for all BOP consumer segments, pertaining to different economic and geography 
considerations (Gupta & Srivastav 2016). BOP consumers live in urban, semi-urban 
and rural areas, with varying levels of income tiers within the low-income segment. 
Thus, it is well-intentioned to investigate the aspirations of different segments and how 
these aspirations lead to the life satisfaction of people who are poor. 
6.2.3  Life satisfaction 
Life satisfaction is a measure that is widely researched under the field of subjective 
well-being and aims to understand what makes people feel well in relation to their 
standards and values (Diener, Oishi & Lucas 2003). Subjective well-being can be 
divided into two parts: an affective, and a cognitive, component (Diener & Emmons 
1984). The cognitive component is represented by life satisfaction and is the conscious 
cognitive judgment of life (Diener et al. 1985), in which a person’s quality of life is 
assessed universally according to their chosen criteria (Shin & Johnson 1978). 
Despite the fact that the BOP market represents moderately developing or low 
developing nations, the research on well-being and impoverishment for these 
individuals is lacking (Martin & Hill 2012). A possible reason may be the 
misconstruction of low income as a surrogate for poverty (Christoph 2010; Headey 
2008). It has been found that poverty has various, distinctive and differential 
constituents (Alkire & Santos 2010). The present study represents different layers of 
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poverty in the economy, and in particular focuses on studying life satisfaction for this 
these community members.  
There are different measures identified in research for life satisfaction, with a widely 
used measure being the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS, Diener et al. 1985). This 
measure is for a single attribute of life satisfaction that could be used across the life-
span (Tomas et al. 2015). The scale has been validated through different countries and 
in many areas of research. The majority of validation studies have used the English 
version of the scale; however, the scale has also been translated and validated in 
numerous languages in different countries. Hence, in this study the scale is used by 
translating it into the local languages of Sinhala and Tamil. 
6.2.4  Urban and rural BOP consumers 
There are considerable differences in the behaviour of consumers in urban and rural 
markets. Chikweche and Fletcher (2012) describe the BOP market in Zimbabwe under 
four distinct groups with divergent characteristics. These four groups are: diluted urban 
consumers, who were the members of the middle class until their income fell to the 
BOP level; urban-based BOP consumers, who live permanently in urban areas, mostly 
in rented housing; rural-urban based BOP consumers, who migrated from rural areas 
to urban regions seeking employment; and rural-based BOP consumers, who live 
permanently in rural areas and whose main earnings come from agricultural activities 
or informal small-scale enterprises. Other researchers have classified the BOP market 
more simply under two categories, urban and rural (Sridharan & Viswanathan 2008; 
Bharti, Agrawal & Sharma 2014). The Department of Census and Statistics in Sri Lanka 
identifies three types of sector in the country, these being urban, rural and estate. Areas 
administered by municipal and urban councils make up the urban sector, while the 
estate sector comprises all plantations (mostly tea plantations) that are 20 acres or more 
in size and have 10 or more resident labourers. The rural sector includes all remaining 
areas (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2015). This study focuses on two 
sectors, urban and rural, including the estate sector under the rural category due to its 
being similar to the rural sector for our purpose. 
The identified variables through the broad literature review are conceptualised as 
presented in Figure 6.1. 
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Figure 6.1: Conceptual framework of the study 
Based on the preceding discussion on theoretical framework, it is hypothesised that: 
H1: Operand resources significantly influence the consumer resource integration of 
BOP consumers 
H1 (a), H1 (b) and H1 (c) hypothesise the relationship between physical spaces, 
material objects, economic resources and consumer resource integration, respectively. 
H2: Operant resources significantly influence the consumer resource integration of 
BOP consumers 
H2 (a), H2 (b) and H2 (c) hypothesise the relationship between social, cultural, physical 
operant resources and consumer resource integration, respectively. 
H3: There is a significant relationship between the resource integration and life 
satisfaction of BOP consumers 
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H4: Aspirational consumption influences the relationship between resource integration 
and life satisfaction 
6.3  Research instrument 
This study is centred on a consumer survey developed to investigate consumer resource 
integration in BOP markets in Sri Lanka. The questionnaire included six sections 
covering the main constructs in the research framework. Multi-item scales were used 
to measure the constructs: resource integration (Arnould, Price & Malshe 2006), 
aspirational consumption (Gupta & Srivastav 2016) and life satisfaction (Diener et al. 
1985). 
The population of this study is the total number of consumers who earn less than LKR 
30,000 (approx. US$202) per month following the definition of BOP Sri Lanka by 
Hammond et al. (2007). The questionnaire was tested with 15 selected BOP consumers 
to identify problems encountered with the questions before the data collection. Then it 
was then translated into local languages (Sinhala and Tamil) used in Sri Lanka. Data 
were collected through personal interviews of a sample of households. Sample size was 
decided based on the percentage of urban (72%) and rural (28%) BOP populations, 
aiming to gather data for the comparative analysis of urban and rural BOP markets. 
Three pairs of field investigators were used to collect data, including two Tamil-
speaking investigators for the areas where Tamil-speaking respondents live. Once 
rapport was built with community members, the purpose of the survey was explained, 
and respondents were asked for their consent to participate in the survey. Apart from 
their consent, income criteria was also assessed before proceeding with the 
questionnaire. During the data gathering process, graphical explanations were used to 
simply describe how the respondents should mark or mention their choice in scale-type 
questions. The study covered all nine provinces of Sri Lanka, with a total of 244 
respondents. 
6.4  Sampling design and data collection 
The sample was selected using a systematic quota sampling technique. First, the total 
sample was divided among the provinces; then, the selection was allocated under urban 
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and rural sector percentages of each province. The sample selection was based on 
Economic and Social Statistics Sri Lanka 2012 issued by the Central Bank. Data were 
collected over seven weeks, and a total of 244 respondents completed the questionnaire. 
Out of these responses, 11 had more than 10% of missing data, and another 17 reported 
with outliers confirmed through Mahalanobis distance (D2) test responses. These were 
discarded, and the remaining 216 responses were deemed appropriate for further 
analysis. Table 6.1 presents the demographic characteristics of the sample. 
Table 6.1: Demographic characteristics 
Sector  % Number of members in the family % 
Urban  28 One  3.7 
Rural  72 Two 7.4 
  Three 20.4 
Age breakdown  % Four 27.3 
20–30 12.0 Five 19.0 
31–40 29.6 Six 13.9 
41–50 32.9 Seven 6.0 
Above 50 25.5 Eight 0.9 
  Nine 0.9 
Income  % Ten  0.5 
Less than Rs. 5000 2.8   
Rs. 5001 – Rs. 10,000 7.4 Number of dependents  % 
Rs. 10,001 – Rs. 15,000 19.0 One  17.6 
Rs. 15,001 – Rs. 20,000 19.0 Two 23.1 
Rs. 20,001 – Rs. 25,000 20.4 Three 26.4 
Rs. 25,001 – Rs. 30,000 31.5 Four 17.1 
  Five 7.9 
Education  % Six 1.9 
Below Ordinary Level 65.7 Eight 0.5 
Ordinary Level 15.3 No dependents 5.6 
Advanced Level 11.6   
Vocational 6.0 Gender  % 
Graduate/Postgraduate 1.4 Male 58.3 
  Female  41.7 
Occupation  %   
Farming/Sailing 6.5 Marital status  % 
Business (self-employed) 25.9 Single 8.3 
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Labour (skilled) 34.3 Married 82.4 
Estate worker 1.9 Divorced 2.3 
Commissioned work 11.1 Widowed 6.9 
No occupation 2.3   
Other 18.1   
The next section of the thesis provides the findings of the data analysis. This is 
presented under two headings: descriptive analysis and modelling analysis. While the 
descriptive analysis illustrates some selected findings of the survey, modelling analysis 
explains the consumer resource integration aspects of urban and rural BOP community 
members. 
6.5  Analysis 
6.5.1  Descriptive analysis on consumer resources in BOP markets 
The descriptive analysis reports some selected statistics on consumer resources 
possessed by BOP consumers. Among these, operand resources include physical 
spaces, mainly land, houses and garden spaces. Table 6.2 and 6.3 presents the results 
of the percentage of land and house ownership of BOP consumers and their sources for 
obtaining these resources. 
Table 6.2: Land ownership   Table 6.3: House ownership  
Sector  %  Sector  % 
Urban  Inherited 43.3  Urban Constructed 26.7 
Purchased 11.7   Inherited 40.0 
Received as a gift 5.0   Purchased 3.3 
Received as a 
compensation 
16.7   Received as a 
compensation 
10.3 
Rented/leased 6.7   Rented/leased 20.0 
Other 16.7     
Total 100.0   Total 100.0 
Rural  Inherited 45.5  Rural Constructed 19.9 
Purchased 14.1   Inherited 41.7 
Received as a gift 8.3   Purchased 10.9 
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Received as a 
compensation 
17.9   Received as a gift 1.3 
Rented/leased 7.7   Received as a 
compensation 
14.1 
Other 6.4   Rented/leased 12.2 
Total 100.0   Total 100.0 
More than 40% of the sample in urban and rural sectors inherited their houses. In 
addition, 26% of the urban sector sample and almost 20% of the rural sector population 
constructed their own house, though they sometimes live illegally on land owned by 
another party. Through field visits, the main difference witnessed regarding the status 
of houses was the cleanliness and condition of houses in the two sectors. The rural 
population, though they live in small land holdings and houses, generally have a clean 
and tidy environment, while the urban population is based in shanty towns and slums 
with lack of facilities and cleanliness. 
Based on their low income, a very limited number of respondents had purchased their 
own houses, especially in urban areas. Linking our findings to Table 6.2 on land 
ownership, it was witnessed that these poor who live in houses that were built on illegal 
lands have the aspiration to build their own house on legally owned land, though their 
limited income is a barrier for their desire. In urban areas it was observed that some 
families with more than seven members lived in houses with just two rooms. For them, 
one room is their bedroom, dining room as well their TV room, while the other room 
was the kitchen. However, the house structure in the rural sector differs, as these people 
have more space compared to the urban sector. There are also extended families living 
together in the rural sector, but in small houses built in a comparatively more structural 
way than in the urban sector. 
A detailed observation of material objects owned by the BOP consumers and their mode 
of receiving these material objects are revealed in the statistics given in Table 6.4. 
According to the results shown in Table 6.4, the most sought-after material object by 
respondents is the mobile phone, with more than 90% ownership among the sample. 
Most people obtained mobile phones by paying the full amount at once, as only 10% 
of the respondents obtained them on an instalment basis. Mobile phone ownership in 
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Sri Lanka exceeds the population of the country, hence this influences the low usage of 
land phones as shown in a very low percentage of 19% in the table. 
Table 6.4: Ownership of material objects 
Material object  Availability 
% 
 
Purchased – 
Full 
payment 
% 
Purchased – 
Instalments 
% 
Received 
from a 
relative / 
friend as a 
donation 
% 
Not 
available 
% 
Television 85.2 50.9 28.2 6.0 14.8 
Radio 65.3 48.6 12.5 4.2 34.7 
Mobile phone 90.3 79.2 10.2 0.9 9.7 
Land phone 19.4 15.3 4.2 – 80.6 
Iron 78.7 73.6 1.9 3.2 21.3 
DVD player  44.9 35.6 7.4 1.9 55.1 
Refrigerator  41.2 24.1 16.7 0.5 58.8 
Rice cooker  63.4 48.6 14.4 0.5 36.6 
Gas cooker  59.7 42.1 15.7 1.9 40.3 
Foot bicycle  27.8 26.9 – 0.9 72.2 
Three-wheeler  15.3 0.9 14.4 – 84.7 
Motorbike  20.4 5.1 15.3 – 79.6 
Tractor/land master  3.2 1.4 0.5 1.4 96.8 
Agri-equipment 1.4 – – 1.4 98.6 
 
Also shown in Table 6.4, 85% per cent of the sample respondents own a TV, but a 
majority of them obtained the TV on an instalment basis, similar to their radios. The 
household items that are used daily such as irons, rice cookers and gas cookers have a 
percentage of more than 50% ownership among the sample. There is a low ownership 
of vehicles among the BOP consumer community. According to data, the most 
affordable mode is the foot bicycle, other than using public transport. The ownership 
of motorbikes and three-wheelers are recorded as 20% and 15%, respectively. 
However, the three-wheeler is one of the most sought-after material acquisitions by 
BOP consumers (Table 6.5), though there are already more than one million three-
wheeler vehicles in Sri Lanka. Its popularity stems from the unavailability of public 
transport in the late hours, infrequent public transport in rural areas and its affordability 
for small business owners and households. The acquisition of resources on instalment 
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shows the positive attitude of these BOP community members towards aspirational 
consumption. Although they have a limited capacity to spend, they aspire to acquire 
assets that have high prices. 
Table 6.5: Next expected acquisition of the respondents  
Expected acquisition  % Expected acquisition % 
Bed 1.9 Agri-equipment 0.5 
Car 0.9 Cabinet 0.9 
DVD Player 0.5 Carpentry machine 0.5 
Fan 1.4 Cows 0.5 
House 1.9 Dining set 0.5 
Land 2.4 Electronic goods 1.4 
Laptop for kids 0.9 Furniture 0.5 
Motorbike 3.2 Gas cooker 1.9 
Motor for business 0.5 Home theatre system 0.5 
Mobile phone 0.9 Iron 0.9 
Radio 0.5 Jewellery for wife 0.5 
Refrigerator 10.6 Machines for the business 0.5 
Sewing machine 0.9 New construction 0.5 
Sofa set 2.3 Oven 0.5 
Table 0.5 Renovate house 18.5 
Three-wheeler 10.6 Rice cooker 1.9 
Tractor 0.9 Water facility  1.0 
Television 2.3 To spend on kids’ education 2.8 
Vehicle 5.6 To spend on religious activities 0.5 
Water motor 0.5 Not applicable  16.7 
 
A majority of the respondents wished to renovate their houses, which shows 18.5% in 
frequency. Obtaining a refrigerator and a three-wheeler have the same priority in the 
view of the BOP consumer, both with a percentage of 10.6 as shown in Table 6.5. The 
informal discussion with the BOP consumers during the survey also revealed that there 
is a high desire to obtain a three-wheeler as a mode of family transport, source of 
income, or as an aid for their own businesses. The statistics on the high desire to acquire 
a three-wheeler confirms the findings in phase III of this study, on youth job market 
problems that stem from the desire (or necessity) of three-wheeler employment. 
  102 
As for intangible resources, the relationships that make up the social operant resources 
of these consumers were elicited from respondents. Accordingly, Table 6.6 shows how 
much these consumers rely on their social relationships when making their 
consumption decisions. 
Table 6.6: Use of relationships in making consumption decisions 
 Family 
% 
Friends 
% 
Relatives 
% 
Someone 
who uses 
the product 
% 
Salesman 
% 
Never 1.9 40.3 41.2 9.3 10.2 
Seldom 3.2 22.2 19.9 20.8 23.1 
Sometimes 4.6 16.7 19.9 28.2 28.7 
Often 32.9 15.7 12.5 36.1 31.9 
Very often 57.4 5.1 6.5 5.6 6.0 
 
The most influential social group for a consumption decision of a BOP consumer is the 
family, with a comparative percentage nearly 90% above the average. Although, 
someone who is already using a product can be more influential than the family in many 
situations. The influence of a salesman in making a consumption decision is also visible 
with a relatively high percentage, except in the more common situation where family 
is prominent. The least used relationships in consumption are relatives and friends. 
During the informal discussion with respondents throughout the survey, they revealed 
that they are reluctant to rely on relatives’ or friends’ advice during the decision-making 
process of purchasing a relatively high-priced item and, in fact, relatives are perceived 
as the least trusted party in most instances. 
The presented descriptive findings provide insights for our modelling analysis, as well 
as for the overall findings of the study presented in Chapter 7. The thesis next provides 
findings based on our partial least square structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) 
analysis. 
6.5.2  PLS-SEM analysis 
The data analysis technique of a study depends on the objectives that need to be 
accomplished through the analysis. Descriptive statistics have been used to describe the 
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basic features of the data in the study. Now, the analysis focuses on modelling the 
relationship between resource integration and life satisfaction of BOP consumers. 
Partial least square structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) technique is used to build 
the model for this study. The multi-group analysis is then used to compare the urban 
and rural BOP market models developed under this analysis. 
SEM has become a basic method in management and marketing research for analysing 
cause–effect relationships between constructs under study. SEM enables researchers to 
simultaneously examine a series of interrelated dependence relationships between a set 
of constructs, represented by several variables (e.g. scales), while accounting for 
measurement error (Rigdon 1998). SEM’s ability to simultaneously test relationships 
incorporated into an integrated model has contributed to its widespread application. 
However, although SEM has become a mainstream method in many fields of business 
research, its use in BOP market research remains at an early stage of development. 
There are two widespread uses of SEM: covariance-based SEM (CB-SEM) and partial 
least square SEM (PLS-SEM), which analyses use different software. CB-SEM, also 
referred to as factor-based SEM, is identified as a “hard” modelling (Hair et al. 2018) 
due to its demanding assumptions on sample size and data distribution. CB-SEM 
functions were developed based on a theoretical covariance matrix developed on a 
specified set of structural equations. According to Rigdon (1998), CB-SEM estimates 
a set of model parameters, which lowers the difference between the theoretical 
covariance matrix and estimated covariance matrix. If the assumptions for CB-SEM 
cannot be met and the research objective is prediction rather than confirmation, then 
PLS-SEM is the preferred method (Hair et al. 2012). 
The use of theoretical difference between CB-SEM and PLS-SEM is based on the 
research objective of the study. If the objective of a study is theory testing and 
confirmation, the appropriate method is CB-SEM. By contrast, if the study objective is 
prediction and theory development, PLS-SEM is appropriate. Analysing 37 empirical 
applications of PLS-SEM in eight leading journals, Hair et al. (2012) conclude that 
researchers still do not fully make use of the method’s capabilities. Conceptually, using 
PLS-SEM is likely to use multiple regression and involves maximising explained 
variance in the dependent construct, in addition to the evaluation of data quality on the 
basis of measurement model characteristics. PLS-SEM addresses a wider range of 
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problems than CB-SEM yet runs on less restrictive assumptions. Some authors 
(Marcoulides & Saunders 2006; Hair, Ringle & Sarstedt 2011) consider PLS-SEM path 
modelling as a ‘silver bullet’ for estimating casual models if appropriately applied in 
empirical data situations. The present study uses PLS-SEM path modelling analysis 
using SmartPLS 3 software to investigate the relationship of consumer resource 
integration with life satisfaction of BOP consumers in Sri Lanka. 
Partial least square algorithm procedures were performed to determine the significance 
levels of loadings, weights and path coefficients, followed by the bootstrapping 
technique (5000 resample) to determine the significance levels of the proposed 
hypotheses. Following the procedure suggested by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), the 
validity of the measurement model was estimated before testing the structural 
relationships outlined in the structural model. 
Reliability and validity 
Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR) were used as metrics to evaluate the 
reliability of the constructs. From Table 6.7, the values of Cronbach’s alpha for all the 
constructs are higher than 0.7, thereby indicating excellent internal consistency (Hair 
et al. 2018). To test convergent validity, confirmatory factor analysis was carried out 
and the average variance extracted (AVE) calculated. The cut-off point of AVE value 
of each construct should be at least 0.5 (Hair et al. 2018). Table 6.7 shows that the AVE 
loadings were greater than 0.5, thus establishing convergent validity (Hair et al. 2018). 
Discriminant validity of the construct is measured with Fornell-Larcker criterion. 
Discriminant validity ensures that a chosen measure is not a reflection of some other 
variables in the model (Ramayah, Yeap & Igatius 2013). As shown in tables 6.8 and 
6.9, the discriminant validity also reflects values above 0.7 (Hair et al. 2018) in all 
constructs, which are at the acceptable level for a successful construct validity 
measurement. 
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Table 6.7: Validity and reliability of the construct  
 Cronbach’s 
alpha 
AVEa CRb 
Operand resources  .965 .744 .970 
Physical spaces  .960 .740 .966 
Material objects .827 .739 .897 
Economic resources  .810 .710 .880 
Operant resources  .897 .607 .918 
Cultural resources  .860 .647 .900 
Social resources  .867 .739 .907 
Physical resources  .728 .681 .877 
a AVE = (Summation of squared factor loadings) / (Summation of squared factor loadings) (Summation 
of error variances) 
b CR = (Square of the summation of the factor loadings) / [(Square of the summation of the factor 
loadings) + (Square of the summation of the error variances)] 
After the construct validity is established, common methods bias should be tested to 
ensure that the bias did not distort the collected data (Lowry & Gaskin 2014). Harman’s 
single factor test is used as a standard statistic to test whether the emergence of a single 
factor accounts for the majority (50% or more) of the variance in the model; and if so, 
the common method bias is likely to be significant (Harman 1976). The test was 
performed using SPSS, and no evidence of common method bias was found. 
Table 6.8: Discriminant validity – Operand resources  
Construct 1 2 3 
Economic resources 0.843 
  
Material objects 0.153 0.862 
 
Physical spaces 0.094 0.606 0.885 
Note: The square root of AVE of every multi-item construct (first-order) is shown on the main diagonal. 
Table 6.9: Discriminant validity – Operant resources 
Construct  1 2 3 
Cultural 0.805 
  
Physical 0.405 0.884 
 
Social 0.430 0.630 0.888 
Note: The square root of AVE of every multi-item construct (first-order) is shown on the main diagonal. 
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Having satisfied all the reliability and validity criteria in the measurement model, PLS-
SEM was used to test the hypotheses in the structural model as illustrated in the next 
section. 
Hypothesis testing 
The bootstrapping procedure was used to test for statistically significant effects. This 
works by creating subsamples with randomly drawn observations from the regional 
dataset, and each subsample is then used to estimate the path model. These estimates 
are then employed to calculate t-values (Hair et al. 2018). For the bootstrapping 
procedure in SmartPLS, 3000 subsamples are used with no significant changes, in a 
confidence interval method bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrap, and two-tailed 
test with significance level of 0.05. 
 
Figure 6.2: Structural model 
On analysing the structural model (Figure 6.2), hypothesis H1 (b = 0.880, t = 42.331, 
p = 0.000), with its sub-hypotheses H1(a) (b = 0.746, t = 117.41, p = 0.000), H1(b) (b = 
0.266, t = 51.71, p = 0.000) and H1(c) (b = 0.148, t = 17.05, p = 0.000), was supported 
for its relationship with resource integration. Similarly, hypothesis H2 (b = 0.352, t = 
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14.863, p = 0.000), with its sub-hypotheses H2(a) (b = 0.416, t = 33.67, p = 0.000), H2(b) 
(b = 0.507, t = 27.36, p = 0.000) and H2(c) (b = 0.226, t = 19.59, p = 0.000), was also 
proven during the analysis. T statistics values higher than ± 1.96 and p values less than 
0.05 indicate statistical significance at the level of 0.05. However, the more significant 
association with resource integration was shown by the consumer operand resources, 
while a comparatively lower association was portrayed by consumers of intangible or 
operant resources. Confirming the significant association between resource integration 
and life satisfaction, H3 (b = 0.416, t = 7.185, p = 0.000) was also supported in the 
analysis. 
Mediation analysis reveals that aspirational consumption has a modest relationship with 
resource integration H4(a) (b = 0.004, t = 3.27, p = 0.001) and life satisfaction H4(b) 
(b = 0.185, t = 3.20, p = 0.001), yet shows a weak measurement compared to significant 
relationships among other constructs in the model. The results show that 23% of life 
satisfaction is explained by resource integration and aspirational consumption. 
Resource integration has a prominent influence from the operand resources (0.880) held 
by the respondents of the study. Aspirational consumption also has a minor influence 
(0.185) on the life satisfaction of consumers. The influence of this variable as a 
mediator between resource integration and life satisfaction does not show a significant 
value.  The next stage of analysis includes a comparison of BOP market consumer 
groups in Sri Lanka. 
Multi-group analysis of BOP market consumer sectors 
The main objective of this analysis is to compare the resource integration and life 
satisfaction relationship across urban and rural BOP market consumers in Sri Lanka. 
Thus, the multi-group analysis is used to compare how the model works in different 
sectors of the BOP population. The coefficient numbers generated from different 
samples are always numerically different, but the question is whether the differences 
are statistically significant. Multi-group analysis helps to test the variation among 
groups, and whether they are statistically significant or not. Multi-group analysis 
permits us to test whether predefined data groups have significant differences in their 
group-specific parameter estimates (e.g. outer weights, outer loadings and path 
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coefficients). The multi-group analysis of this study demonstrates the following results 
for BOP market consumer sectors. 
 
Note: b values for the rural sector are represented as R and b values for the urban sector are represented 
as U. 
Figure 6.3: Structural model – Rural vs Urban 
According to Table 6.10, hypothesis H1 for the rural sector (b = 0.892, t = 17.98, p = 
0.000) and urban sector (b = 0.930, t = 17.14, p = 0.000) was supported. While the sub-
hypotheses H1(a) (b = 0.744, t = 66.56, p = 0.000), H1(b) (b = 0.266, t = 32.93, p = 0.000) 
for rural sector and H1 (a) (b = 0.750, t = 36.85, p = 0.000), H1(b) (b = 0.250, t = 16.05, 
p = 0.000) for the urban sector were supported, H1(c) (b = 0.042, t = 1.393, p = 0.164) 
for the rural sector and H1(c) for the urban sector (b = 0.046, t = 0.892, p = 0.372) were 
not supported for their relationship with resource integration.  
The relationship between operant resources and resource integration too shows 
different results compared with the overall evaluation of the BOP market. According 
to sector comparison results shown in Table 6.10 for the rural sector, H2 and its sub-
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hypotheses (H2 (a), H2 (b) and H2 (c)) were supported from data. However, in the urban 
sector, H2 and its sub-hypothesis H2(c) were not supported for their relationship with 
resource integration. Hypothesis H3 for the rural sector (b = 0.428, t = 5.71, p = 0.000) 
and urban sector (b = 0.532, t = 4.22, p = 0.000) was supported, confirming the 
relationship between resource integration and life satisfaction. Although the overall 
findings on the BOP market supported with weak statistics on the influence of 
aspirational consumption as a mediator, sector classification shows that its influence on 
the urban sector (H4(a) and H4(b)) is not supported, while in the rural sector only H4(a) (b 
= 0.234, t = 3.502, p = 0.000) is supported. 
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Table 6.10: Multi-group analysis 
 
 
Path 
coefficients 
(Rural) 
STDEV 
(Rural) 
t-values 
(Rural) 
p-values 
(Rural) 
Decision  Path 
coefficients 
(Urban) 
STDEV 
(Urban) 
t-values 
(Urban) 
p-
values 
(Urban) 
Decision 
H1 Operand resources > Resource integration 0.892 0.050 17.985 0.000 Supported 0.930 0.058 17.137 0.000 Supported 
H1(a) Physical spaces > Resource integration 0.744 0.011 66.567 0.000 Supported 0.750 0.021 36.855 0.000 Supported 
H1(b) Material objects > Resource integration 0.266 0.008 32.932 0.000 Supported 0.250 0.016 16.052 0.000 Supported 
H1(c) Economic resources > Resource integration 0.042 0.028 1.393 0.164 Not 
supported 
0.046 0.040 0.892 0.372 Not 
supported 
H2 Operant resources > Resource integration 0.289 0.075 3.914 0.000 Supported 0.064 0.210 0.269 0.788 Not 
supported 
H2(a) Social operant resources > Resource integration 0.400 0.027 14.842 0.000 Supported 0.449 0.040 11.016 0.000 Supported 
H2(b) Cultural operant resources > Resource integration 0.543 0.036 15.117 0.000 Supported 0.451 0.081 5.866 0.000 Supported 
H2(c) Physical operant resources > Resource integration 0.204 0.023 8.992 0.000 Supported 0.230 0.069 3.147 0.002 Not 
supported 
H3 Resource integration > Life satisfaction 0.428 0.074 5.719 0.000 Supported 0.532 0.126 4.226 0.000 Supported 
H4(a)  Aspirational consumption > Life satisfaction  0.234 0.065 3.502 0.000 Supported  0.153 0.155 0.818 0.413 Not 
supported 
H4(b) Aspirational consumption > Resource integration 0.004 0.003 0.872 0.383 Not 
supported  
0.016 0.013 1.630 0.103 Not 
supported 
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6.6  Discussion 
Consumer resource integration provides a path for marketers to identify how consumers 
utilise their resources, especially in emerging markets such as BOP markets. Many 
studies to date focus on the organisational aspect of resource integration, yet further 
research has been called for in this area on consumer features. The present study aimed 
to fill gaps current in the above studies. Firstly, the research focuses on identifying and 
categorising different consumer resources in BOP markets. Secondly, it analyses how 
consumer resource integration influences the life satisfaction of BOP consumers, 
including the influence of aspirational consumption as a mediating construct. This 
includes a comparison between urban and rural BOP consumers for congregating 
deeper insights on the marketplace. Overall, this phase of the research examines how 
consumer resource integration influences the life satisfaction of BOP consumers in the 
Sri Lankan context. 
The study findings based on H1 show that the biggest influence on resource integration 
is derived from the operand resources owned by BOP consumers. Among the three 
categories of operand resources, physical spaces, which include land, gardens and 
houses, remain at the most influential level, while material objects and economic 
resources are shown as the next levels of influence, respectively. Our descriptive 
statistics on physical spaces show that these consumers live in their own houses, though 
they sometimes do not have legal ownership of the land or house. However, a majority 
of these consumers have inherited their lands and houses, while a limited number 
purchased them. The comparison of the two sectors, urban and rural BOP market 
consumers, shows that the condition and facilities of the houses which rural consumers 
own are at a higher level compared to consumers who live in shanty houses or slums in 
urban areas. As an overall evaluation of physical spaces, it is evident that the BOP 
consumer group find their own means of residence, even if they do not carry the legal 
ownership of the properties.  
The material object possessions of this consumer group reveal many insights regarding 
their aspirations. Although the BOP consumer depends on a limited income, they have 
obtained many of their necessary material objects on an instalment basis. Buying 
electronics and household items on instalment is a popular method among low-income 
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consumers in Sri Lanka. This demonstrates their aspiration to own items on the one 
hand, and their limited income which cannot bear the cost of the items at once, on the 
other hand. The most popular desires for these community members are to renovate 
their houses and buy a refrigerator or three-wheeler, although the high number of three-
wheelers has become a national problem. This has also influenced the youth who enter 
the job market, becoming self-employed three-wheel hirers rather than choosing skills-
based occupations. Based on the responses of the sample, the relationship between 
operand resources and resource integration was recorded to be significant in regard to 
the overall evaluation of the BOP market. However, the sector comparison shows 
different results with respect to economic resources. The multi-group analysis of the 
sample did not support H1(C) for both urban and rural sectors. The BOP consumer 
evaluates their economic resources as very low, which includes their cash, vouchers 
and other sources of finance. The informal discussion during the survey also supported 
the fact that most of these BOP consumers depend heavily on credit facilities, and hence 
end up obtaining multiple sources of financing. The most popular mode of credit among 
BOP consumers is receiving pawning facilities for their jewellery, which was illustrated 
for more than 40% of the sample respondents in the survey. Relying too much on loans 
leads these community members to face a poverty penalty due to the unstandardised 
microfinance environment in the country. 
The next analysis based on the operant resources and resource integration relationship 
involved testing H2 for acceptance. Similar to the operand resources, the hypothesis 
was supported relating to the overall BOP market. However, the sector comparison 
varies with the results of sub-hypotheses testing. H2 and H2(c) were not supported for 
the urban BOP consumer group, while all the sub-hypotheses of H2 were supported in 
the rural sector. The culture of Sri Lanka has a collective living structure in which BOP 
consumers are armed with many social resources that help consumption and resource 
integration. This is common in both urban and rural sectors, and cultural resources also 
align closely with their social relatedness. Physical operant resources include a 
consumer’s physical and mental endowments, hence in the urban BOP market this does 
not support H2(c) for its relationship with resource integration. Statistics gathered 
through the survey also support that rural consumers have more faith regarding their 
skills and competencies than the urban group, which rely purely on their jobs. Rural 
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consumers use their skills and competencies for different entrepreneurial initiatives or 
sometimes to develop their own skills-based occupations. This is also backed by the 
reflection that rural consumers have more resource availability and time availability for 
such initiatives compared to their urban counterparts. By and large, we conclude that 
operant resources overall have an influence on resource integration in the BOP market, 
but that this relationship is not viable in the urban group of BOP consumers. 
Furthermore, the study’s findings based on H3 reveal that there is a significant 
relationship between resource integration and life satisfaction for BOP consumers 
irrespective of the sector to which they belong. However, the results of the mediation 
analysis provide empirical evidence that aspirational consumption influences resource 
integration at lower levels than its influence on life satisfaction of BOP consumers 
further confirmed through the sector comparison of this relationship. Especially in the 
urban sector, H4(a) and H4(b) were not supported for their relationship. This study in the 
field of resource integration has proven that consumer resource integration plays an 
essential role in life satisfaction, especially in emerging markets such as the BOP 
market. More specifically, the sector comparison provides detailed insights on the 
consumer standpoint on resource integration. 
6.7  Conclusion 
Resource integration over the recent years has attracted the attention of marketers, after 
the central role of resources was highlighted by researchers. Although this has been 
discussed particularly at the organisational level, emerging markets such as the BOP 
market are under-researched in this area. The present study has given research attention 
to consumer resources in marketplaces where resources really matter. The research 
suggests that the integration of available resources by BOP consumers truly influences 
their life satisfaction. However, the integration of intangible resources, such as social, 
cultural and physical resources, is at a lower level compared to the high influence of 
tangible resources. Aspirational consumption too has a minimal influence, and no 
influence in the urban BOP market. While all consumers in the BOP market carry low 
economic resources, there is empirical evidence that the rural sector consumer is more 
occupied with resources and more efficient in using resources within their context. 
Overall, consumer resource integration influences the life satisfaction of BOP 
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consumers to varying levels in urban and rural sectors. Increasing the use of their 
operant resources for this value creation process should provide more outstanding 
results to enhance the status of the lives of BOP consumers. 
6.8  Limitations and future research 
There are some constraints related to this research which also expand the scope for 
future research. In this study, we have used the Sri Lankan BOP market as the context, 
hence future research could focus on consumer resource integration in different 
countries or regions for more generalisation of the findings. Another limitation is that 
the chosen study represents a consumer group whose income falls below LKR 30,000 
per month. However, within the BOP market there are different income tiers, therefore 
future research may focus on resource integration at different tiers in the BOP market. 
Future studies could also focus on addressing the influence of resource integration on 
different value creation efforts of BOP consumers. The use of PLS- SEM limits 
identification of the relationship among the variables of the study over confirming the 
theoretical relationship of accepted models. Therfore, future research on this area may 
focus on using other analytical techniques such as AMOS confirming the throretical 
relationship among the constructs.  
6.9  Summary 
The final phase of this thesis examined the resource integration practices of consumers 
in BOP markets. The use of consumers’ intangible resources, known as operant 
resources, is at a lower level compared to the use of tangible or operand resources. By 
combining the results of the previous phase III of the study, it is concluded that 
consumers in BOP markets have underlying causes that limit their capacity to consume. 
However, their use of skills and capabilities for effective outcomes can result in more 
satisfaction in their lives and extra capacity to consume. The reconciled viewpoints and 
the recommendations based on all four phases of this study are presented in Chapter 7. 
  
  115 
7. 
GENERAL CONCLUSIONS OF THE STUDIES 
AND FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA 
Research on BOP markets has drawn attention to poor consumers around the world 
who have an immense collective consumption capacity. The view of people who are 
poor as profitable consumers has gained the attraction of organisations that are willing 
to help eradicate poverty while making profits, which is distinct from the traditional 
view of seeing people who are poor as recipients of charity. While the BOP concept is 
used across many research disciplines, the idea itself has evolved to the status of 
sustainable development through innovation and entrepreneurship, as suggested by 
Caneque and Hart (2015). The core requirements of the concept from its inception 
highlight the importance of mutual understanding of the stakeholders involved and their 
willingness to truly help people who are poor. While the majority of research has 
attempted to analyse organisational and consumer aspects of this win-win proposition 
individually, this study had examined both organisational and consumer perspectives 
of BOP markets in a Sri Lankan context. This has included a comparison of urban and 
rural BOP consumer groups, as in recent years the application of the urban versus rural 
classification of the BOP market has largely revealed a need for further studies (Kumar 
& Gupta 2015; Chikweche & Fletcher 2013; Ireland 2008). 
This thesis is structured in a series of four separate phases covering organisational and 
consumer perspectives of BOP markets – phase I and II for the organisational aspect 
and phase III and IV for the consumer aspect. The objectives for phase I and II were to 
identify the features of BOP markets in Sri Lanka from a business perspective and to 
determine how stakeholder relationships influence business success at the BOP level. 
Summarising the findings of these two phases on organisational perspectives on BOP 
markets, it is concluded that there are massive opportunities for large business 
organisations, particularly in rural markets due to their large population and relatively 
high disposable income compared to urban BOP markets. However, this community of 
people who are poor cannot be seen as just a set of consumers who need social 
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assistance, but rather as a group of creative consumers who are willing to spend on their 
aspirations. Though the majority of the BOP group represents the rural population, they 
are highly familiar with the use of social media, which shows the opportunity for 
marketers using mobile marketing to reach consumers. The interviews with the majority 
of industry practitioners who operate at the BOP level, however, revealed that they and 
their organisations have less commitment to truly helping people who are poor to 
eradicate poverty, over making profits for the organisation, and only a few of them 
agreed on the point that they in fact do good for people who are poor. 
Entrepreneurship is one way of achieving shared benefits in the BOP market. However, 
this requires multiple players acting together for their shared benefit. The phase II 
study, using Unilever’s Saubhagya project as a case study, revealed that although BOP 
entrepreneurs are willing to use their skills and competencies on their micro businesses, 
support from government as a stakeholder in the BOP framework is minimal. The role 
of government is crucial to standardise the microfinance industry and avoid the so-
called poverty penalty on people who are poor. While private companies see this market 
as an opportunity and BOP entrepreneurs engage in their businesses, the role of 
government becomes significant to reinforce these relationships. Micro enterprises play 
an important role in the economic development of a country. This becomes especially 
crucial in a developing country; hence, favourable tax policies and opportunities for 
training and development by the government can enhance the performance of small 
businesses. 
By blending the findings of the first two phases of this study on organisational 
perspectives, it is concluded that there are favourable signs for large business 
organisations in Sri Lanka to do business at the BOP level, but this requires a mutual 
understanding of truthfully serving the poor to relieve poverty. Unilever’s Saubhagya 
project provides an excellent example of a business model at the BOP level, 
demonstrating the importance of the role of government as a mediator in the consumer–
business relationship. By and large, from the market-based view of the BOP notion, 
success requires multiple stakeholders acting together on a shared vision of mutual 
benefit among the participants in the BOP framework. This is one aspect of seeing the 
BOP market as a profit hub for businesses, which led to our investigation on this market 
from the consumer perspective. 
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Apart from admitting entrepreneurship and employment opportunities, companies can 
engage in helping the low-income consumer market through other social marketing 
initiatives. There is a link between corporate social responsibility (CSR) and market 
development efforts by companies at the BOP level (Singh, Bakshi & Mishra 2015; 
Davidson 2009). According to Singh, Bakshi and Mishra (2015), market development 
in BOP is enhanced by CSR in many ways. It makes BOP market development less 
risky, masks the CSR initiative as a BOP pilot project to generate internal traction 
within organisations, integrates BOP communities with the last mile of the supply chain 
of the organisation, brings government intervention to accelerate scale-up, and 
develops the BOP as a future market for consumers and supply chain partners to make 
business more sustainable. This provides implications for organisations to use CSR in 
a more strategic manner under their sustainable goals. 
The consumer aspect of BOP market analysis in this thesis included two phases of study 
(phase III and IV). The objectives of these phases were to identify what determines the 
consumption and impoverishment of BOP consumers and to analyse how resource 
integration leads to life satisfaction at the BOP level, respectively. Summarising these 
two phases, it is concluded that there are many embedded factors that influence the 
impoverishment and consumption of people who are poor. Although corporations can 
see the combined consumption capacity of this consumer group, consumers’ 
perceptions, attitudes and beliefs play a major role in shaping their consumption and 
aspirations. BOP consumers have a more fatalistic view of their lives, which is 
reinforced by their sociocultural environment. They have many ‘stars’ and ‘gods’ in 
their lives; hence, religious syncretism influences much of what happens to them. Food 
consumption and materialism are factors that can be influenced by this view of life. 
Astrology and religion are used as a justification by people who are poor to remain 
‘inherently poor’, which in turn limits their aspirations for better economic and social 
status. The sociocultural issues related to the job market, especially for youth and 
women’s employment, require a strategic view of the country’s education policy that 
should be able to produce more skills-based job market entrants. While from the 
consumer perspective this requires an attitudinal change, from the strategic perspective 
sound policy measures will encourage higher participation of the female workforce in 
the economy.  
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Moreover, alcoholism is an allied problem that creates and worsens poverty, and this 
requires careful policy change to reduce harmful alcohol consumption. Apart from 
controllable factors, there are external factors such as natural disasters and 
unstandardised microfinance policies that shape the consumption practices of BOP 
consumers.  
All these causes require a balance between a perceptual conversion of the BOP 
consumer and policy execution by government to remove many of the barriers to 
consumption. More capacity to consume is an indicator that the impoverished consumer 
can step up in their economic and social status; hence, this is helpful in alleviating 
poverty among BOP community members. 
In search of resource integration in BOP markets, phase IV of this study focused on a 
comparison between resource integration and life satisfaction in urban and rural 
markets. Although resource integration has been discussed at the organisational level 
(Edvardsson et al. 2014; Salonen & Jaakkola 2015), this study fills a gap by considering 
resource integration from the consumer point of view, especially in emerging markets 
such as BOP markets that rely on inadequate resources. The research suggests that the 
integration of available resources by BOP consumers truly influences their life 
satisfaction. However, the integration of intangible resources, such as social, cultural 
and physical resources, is at a lower level compared to the high influence of tangible 
resources. Rural consumers are equipped with more sociocultural resources as well 
physical spaces compared to urban BOP consumers. Resource integration for the two 
sectors has varying levels of influence, yet the overall relationship shows a strong 
association of tangible resources over social, cultural and physical intangible resources. 
This empirical finding demonstrates that BOP consumers show less use of their skills, 
competencies and other resources to produce effects on their available tangible 
resources. 
Reconciliation of organisational and consumer perspectives provides implications for 
marketing practitioners rethinking business strategies and business models that might 
work in the BOP market and which might truly help the poor by alleviating poverty 
while still making profits. Although companies can see the combined consumption 
capacity of BOP consumers, there are embedded sociocultural aspects that limit these 
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consumers’ competence in consumption. This controversial stance makes the 
fulfillment of BOP market goals difficult, or even “wicked” (Roberts 2000). A so-called 
wicked problem is difficult or impossible to solve because of incomplete, contradictory 
or changing requirements that are often also difficult to recognise. These problems 
occur in a social context, and the greater the disagreement among societal stakeholders, 
the more wicked a problem can be. In fact, it’s the social complexity of wicked 
problems as much as their technical difficulty that make them tough to manage. 
However, Roberts (2001) suggests some solutions to tackle wicked problems. One 
important strategy is to engage all stakeholders in order to find the best possible 
solutions for all concerned. A more strategic view on opportunities in BOP markets 
should focus on a cohesive relationship among all stakeholders who work with the 
common goal of mutual benefits among participants in the BOP framework. 
Further studies on this market require the application of empirical research on different 
countries and regions of BOP populations, due to different sociocultural resources and 
consumer characteristics. BOP communities may also be investigated based on 
generation cohorts. Other possible areas of study in marketing may be consumer 
acculturation, religiosity and consumption. Further investigation on the creative 
consumption of BOP consumers may also be enlightening for BOP market research. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix 1: Adopted standard interview questions for in-depth interviews 
The below are the standard main interview questions we used in reaching our 
objectives. 
1. How would you explain your company’s effort in catering to the low-end 
market, or low-income consumers? 
2. Do you think that industries operating in Sri Lanka have already identified low-
income consumers as their market? To what extent? 
3. What are the terms used in the industry to refer to this market? Do you use 
BOP? 
4. What are some examples of successful and unsuccessful cases that you are 
aware of in these low-end consumer markets? 
5. In your judgement, what is the relative size of the low end or BOP market in Sri 
Lanka? 
6. How would you explain the nature or specialties of these low-end markets? 
7. In your opinion, do you believe the firm’s strategy for this market should differ 
based on the urban and rural classification? Why? Could you give some 
examples please? 
8. What would you think, for a company to be successful in this market, is the best 
or a better strategy? 
9. How would you rate the market infrastructure of this market in Sri Lanka? What 
if the urban and rural markets are taken separately? 
10. How would you rate the consumption capacity of these poor consumers? Do 
you believe that they spend on what they have or they spend on what they want? 
11. Do you believe that through selling to these low-income consumers, the 
companies are playing a role in alleviating poverty? 
12. Based on your opinion what are developments should happen in these markets 
for both the industry and the consumer to be benefited? 
13. Do you use any special requirement in reaching these poor low end consumers 
via promotions
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